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      From the Shadows is a villainous anthology by the authors of Indie Fantasy Addicts.

      

      While the stories can be enjoyed in any order, they have been arranged in order from lightest to darkest so the reader can experience the full transition into villainy.

      

      We hope you enjoy the experience!

    

  


  
    
      For the readers of Indie Fantasy Addicts.
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      “Nobody is a villain in their own story. We’re all the heroes in our own stories.”

      – George R.R. Martin
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      “History will decide if I’m a villain or a hero.”

      – Harlan Ellison
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      Maximillian, Maximillian the Magnificent, as he was called among all those who knew him or knew of him (among which could be counted nearly everyone in the world since he was only its greatest hero) woke disoriented. And confused. And with no idea where he was or how he had come to be there. He might have been frightened if such a thing had not happened before, typically after he had done something particularly heroic and rewarded himself with several heroic mugs of ale, perhaps a heroic prostitute to boot.

      So he didn’t feel scared. At least…not much. Though, it had to be said, he wasn’t feeling particularly magnificent either. He tried to open his eyes, to begin the arduous and rarely comforting process of discovering where the night’s activities had left him—often some flea-ridden bed with some equally flea-ridden farmer’s daughter—but his eyelids felt gummy and odd. When he did finally manage to open them, he could see nothing but complete darkness.

      A lesser man—and, as far as Maximillian was concerned, every man was a lesser man—might have been unnerved at this point, maybe even terrified, but Maximillian was no regular man. He was a hero, and heroes did not startle easy—it just wasn’t heroic. Still, his whole body felt strange. Not as if he were sick or in pain, not really, just…strange. He had been hungover before, of course, more times than he could count, but this felt…different. He didn’t feel hungover. In fact, except for the vague numbness in his body, extending from his head outward all the way toward the tips of his fingers and toes, he didn’t feel anything at all. And to top it all off, he had a moment—a silly, ridiculous moment—when he was possessed of the sudden certainty that he was not breathing.

      Which, of course, was stupid. After all, he was here wasn’t he? Here and thinking and being alive and doing all the sorts of things a man who had given up breathing gave up along with it. Not that he knew where here was exactly. Impossible to tell really with the darkness.

      Darkness like the inside of a tomb. Maximillian wasn’t sure where the thought came from, but that thought, that chilling, nerve-tingling thought was most certainly not a heroic one, and if Maximillian—never Max, always Maximillian—was anything at all, he was a hero.

      Yet, the thought lingered, and he found that he was troubled. Not afraid, of course—a man as brave and courageous as he could never be something so pedestrian as afraid. No, not afraid but…troubled. He was still lying there, still trying to retrace the previous day’s events, when he felt hands on him.

      Waking to such hands and their touching was usually a pleasant sensation, one he’d paid good money for on more than a few occasions, and he was beginning to think he was in some inn or tavern, lying in bed with some woman whose name he did not know and wouldn’t remember a week from now even if she told him. The problem, though, was that all of those hands over the years, running over his perfectly-sculpted chest and arms, tracing along his hard, flat stomach, while different in their form, all shared a certain…eagerness.

      These hands, though, did not feel eager. There was a perfunctory, business-like firmness to their movements as they pulled at his arm, kneading the flesh of his bicep and forearm. Maximillian winced inwardly. It was the other sort of hands, then. He’d felt this kind too, more often than he’d like, hands made not to cause pleasure but to stop pain. Healer’s hands, though in his opinion “healer” was far too grand a word for most of the sawbones, the “—if it’s bleeding or broken cut it off”—sort of charlatans he’d found himself the victim of when even his unparalleled skill in combat wasn’t enough to keep him from suffering one wound or another.

      He could not see what the hands were doing because of the darkness, but he felt them move on to his jaw, pushing and prodding. No, definitely not hands made for pleasure. He opened his mouth to tell the talentless hack he had the honor of working his meager skills on the world’s foremost and greatest hero not some slab of meat. But all that came out was a dry, rattling croak.

      His throat, he realized, was dry. Gods above, how dry. Must have been something in the ale he’d drunk the night before. Some barkeep who should have been thrilled at the privilege to serve the world’s greatest hero had been audacious enough to serve slop to Maximillian. He promised himself then that he would have a very serious talk with the innkeeper, would make certain he understood the offense he’d caused and the identity and stature of whom he had offended.

      The innkeeper would pay for his insult, even if it cost him his entire inn, he would pay for his ale making Maximillian sick. The only problem, though, was that Maximillian could not remember the inn. He did not even remember the innkeeper. And because the third time’s a charm, he didn’t strictly speaking remember drinking any ale at all the night before.

      “Ah, you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

      The healer’s voice was that of a man, and Maximillian frowned. He preferred his healers to be like his whores—female, attractive, and utterly thrilled at the prospect of being bedded. This voice, though, was none of those things, did not sound stunned or impressed by his presence at all. Instead, it sounded much like the hands had felt, dry and business-like.

      Maximillian took a moment to clear his throat. “I feel like shit,” he snapped. “Now, why don’t you tell me where I am? It’s as dark as a tomb in here.”

      “Yes, well…”

      “And what’s your name? I’ve seen some damned pathetic healers before, but even they were smart enough to not try to practice their ‘art’ in complete darkness.”

      “My name?” The man asked as if genuinely surprised by the question. “Well, my actual name is Taslen, but my fiends call me Master, mostly.”

      Maximillian snorted. “Well, don’t count on—wait a minute, did you say ‘fiends?’”

      The healer cleared his throat. “Forgive me, I meant friends.”

      Maximillian frowned, preparing to make some scathing remark about the man’s obvious stupidity but suddenly there was a terrible jerking pull on his arm. Not painful, not exactly, but suddenly unnerving, as if the man was pulling him apart the way a child might rip off its doll’s arm in an angry tantrum. “Hey!” he snapped. “Be gentle, you bastard. I’ll have you know, Taslen, you have the privilege to ply your incompetence on Maximillian the Magnificent himself.”

      “I apologize,” the healer said in a tone that might have actually contained a bit of contrition if one listened closely enough. “I fear this part has never been my strong suit.”

      Maximillian winced at another tugging. “Well, then by the gods why don’t you go get someone who’s better suited to the task? For I tell you now, charlatan, should any of your fumbling efforts leave permanent damage, I will be taking it up with this town’s constabulary this afternoon. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Ah, I don’t mean to cause offense, but seeking out the constabulary would be…problematic.”

      Gods help me, Maximillian thought, what sort of shithole town have I ended up in that they don’t even have a constabulary? “Then I will find another,” he snapped. “The point is, healer, I am Maximillian the Magnificent.”

      “So you’ve said,” the man replied, not in an angry or mocking retort but one filled with patience, as if he were humoring Maximillian.

      As a general rule, Maximillian was fine with being humored, with being flattered and adored as well, but the man didn’t even make any effort to sound sincere. “Damn you, what I mean is if you do me any harm in your incompetence, there is an entire world full of men and women who would get in line for the pleasure of stringing you up and using your guts as garters.”

      “I never understood that saying,” the healer said as he went about his poking and prodding, not sounding cowed in the slightest.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The guts for garters bit, I mean,” the man clarified, as if Maximillian gave two shits what he was talking about or what he thought about anything for that matter. “Not practical at all. For one, well, I mean, they’d rot, wouldn’t they? Besides, it’s a lot more difficult to find an unused pair of guts—believe me—than it is to simply purchase a garment to hold up one’s stockings.”

      Maximillian was losing his patience now. He was hung over, that much was sure, and feeling decidedly unwell, an unwellness exacerbated by being forced to listen to the man’s inane ramblings. “What in the name of the gods are you talking about?” he demanded.

      “Well,” the man said, “guts and garters, but I believe you brought them up.”

      Maximillian growled. “Look, forget the damned guts and the damned garters, alright? Why don’t you just tell me how much longer until you’re finished with, well, whatever it is you’re doing so I can be on my way? Perhaps, if you hurry, I’ll forego speaking to the town guard after all, and you will be able to go on with your pathetic little life without seeing what your insides look like.”

      “Much like anyone else’s I suppose, but I catch your point. As for how long, well, we’re nearly finished now.”

      “Thank the gods,” Maximillian snapped. “And light a gods-blasted candle, would you? I can’t see a damned thing.”

      “Wouldn’t be a good idea,” the man advised. “The change, you see, makes light painful—”

      “I said light a damned candle this instant!” Maximillian roared, making use of his powerful, baritone voice that had, over the years, left ogres and even trolls stricken with fear.

      It must have had the desired effect, for the healer paused in his ministrations. “I really think it would be better if I didn’t. The light and the flame you see, it might aggravate—”

      “Now!” Maximillian roared, close to panic now and not sure why.

      The man let out a slow sigh. “As you wish.”

      Maximillian could see nothing, but he felt the man’s presence step away for a moment, heard his footsteps ringing on stone. Strange, that, to have a stone floor at a healer’s. Idly, he tried to think if he’d ever seen any made of stone before, had ever heard that dull echo of footsteps. He didn’t think he had but then it was hard to say for sure.

      In any case, he heard the man rooting around, heard him return a moment later. “Are you quite sure—”

      “Do it,” Maximillian snapped.

      Another sigh. “Very well.”

      There was the sound of flint being struck and light appeared in the darkness. It did not bloom, did not softly illuminate Maximillian’s surroundings to alleviate his concerns as he had hoped it might. Instead, the light exploded in his vision, as if the world’s largest candle had just been struck only inches from his face. And as bad as the searing, agonizing flash of light was, it was not the worst of it. That, instead, was the heat, one which rushed through him, and he thought he was being burned alive.

      “Snuff it out!” he screeched in a voice the trolls and ogres of the world would not have recognized as belonging to the world’s foremost hero.

      A moment later, the light vanished as if it had never been, and blessed, soothing darkness returned. Maximillian lay gasping on the healer’s impossibly uncomfortable bed—little better than a slab of stone, really—as bright afterimages danced in his eyes. His skin ached as if raw.

      He grimaced and gasped and whimpered and slowly the agony began to subside.

      “What…what’s wrong with me?” he finally managed in a trembling voice.

      “Well,” the healer said gently, “I did warn you.”

      The panic Maximillian had been forced to hold back since waking in the darkness to a stranger prodding at him was close now, and he took a slow, shuddering breath. “What…I don’t understand.”

      “You will,” the man assured him. “I’m afraid the injuries you sustained—and more so, what followed—might leave you with a slight…shall we say ‘aversion’ to light.”

      “A slight aversion?” Maximillian asked, well and truly confused now. “Wait a minute, do you mean to say light will always be like that?”

      The man gave a soft, comforting laugh. “No, don’t be silly.”

      Maximillian let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank the gods—”

      “Only until you die the rest of the way.”

      Maximillian hesitated at that then gave a soft laugh of his own. “You know, funny thing, but it sounded like you said ‘die the rest of the way.’” He laughed again, found that it felt good, far preferable to the scream threatening to come.

      “Well…sure.”

      “Whatever you’re playing at, I’ll have you know that I don’t appreciate it,” Maximillian said, doing his best to sound offended and not afraid—gods help him not afraid. “I mean, what do you take me for, some fool who can be convinced he’s dead when he’s obviously very much alive?”

      “That’s the way,” the healer said encouragingly, “certainly mostly alive. Or maybe…at worst, it’s an even split. Though, there’s some debate on—”

      Another laugh, this one, though, it had to be said, was a bit more forced. “Are you trying to tell me I’m half-dead?”

      The healer made a contemplative sound. “Funny. I would have said half alive.”

      Maximillian was going to pinch the bridge of his nose but decided not to, mostly because his hand—along with the rest of his body—wouldn’t obey his commands. “So you’re saying I’m half alive then?”

      “Maybe even three quarters,” the man said agreeably. “Honestly, it’s hard to say. It’s not an exact science, is it? Just about every philosopher and priest has his opinion, of course, but few are backed up by facts, I’m afraid.”

      Maximillian didn’t like where the conversation was going, didn’t understand it, but certainly didn’t like it, so he decided to try a different tack. “How long have I been asleep? A day? Half a day?”

      “Well, I’m not sure ‘sleep’ is really the right—”

      “How long damn you?”

      “Ah well, a year, I suppose. Give or take.”

      Maximillian made a choking sound in his throat. “You mean to tell me I was, what, inured and somehow lost an entire year?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” the man said. “After all, there’ll be more, won’t there?”

      “I don’t understand this,” Maximillian said, burying the sob that threatened to come, “not any of it.”

      “It can be disorienting, I know,” the man said comfortingly, then paused for a moment. “Tell you what, I’ve still got a little bit to finish up here. While I’m about it, why don’t you tell me what you last remember? Sometimes, I find that helps.”

      Maximillian was going to snap at the man peevishly, to tell him of all the things he’d been, “help” couldn’t be listed among them. But then his thoughts drifted back of their own accord. He remembered a small village. Breton, had that been its name? Or Barek? It didn’t matter. In his travels, Maximillian had seen many small villages, many farms and cows and farmer’s daughters until one looked much the same as another. What he did remember though, was arriving in the town, a place little bigger than some of the piles of cow shit it held.

      “They knew I was coming before I arrived,” he said, some of his fear giving way to pleasant contentment at the memory. “There was a parade waiting for the great Maximillian the Magnificent.” No point, really, in mentioning they had known he was coming because he had paid a messenger to ride ahead and inform the town of his imminent arrival and to begin organizing the parade. He was quite sure the townsfolk would have happily done the same thing had they learned of his approach more…naturally.

      “That sounds nice,” the man said, again using that humoring voice as he went about his poking and pulling, but this time Maximillian was too focused on his memories to be annoyed.

      “It was,” he admitted. “Though they were a poor village, and the accommodations were barely adequate for one of my fame. Still, I tried to be understanding. After all, they were just a small little town and it seemed they had been having some troubles before I arrived—lucky for them fate sent me that way.”

      In point of fact, what had sent him in the village’s direction had been more of a falling out with one of his allies who had, unexpectedly, survived a troll attack, though he had been mauled in such a way that children cried when they looked at him, and women fainted at the sight of his visage. The man unfairly blamed Maximilian, of course, saying Maximillian had been meant to ambush the troll from behind while he had it distracted, but had abandoned him and fled instead.

      On the surface, his complaint might have even seemed justified, but the troll had been far bigger than Maximillian had been told. Could he be blamed for deciding a tactical withdrawal was the only wise course of action? Of course not. In fact, the man—Clause, he believed, but he couldn’t be sure as there had been other such allies in the past, too many to count let alone remember their names—had been an absolute fool to go charging at a troll the way he had, particularly one so very ugly and so very large.

      Still, the man hadn’t seen in that way, and Maximillian had thought it best to give him some time to cool off lest they come to blows over the matter. He had been doing just that—putting as much space between his galloping horse and his angry erstwhile ally as he could—when he’d seen the town in the distance.

      “Troubles?” the man asked, pulling him from his thoughts, and though he might have been a shitty healer, Maximillian had to admit the man was a fine listener, sounding genuinely interested. Of course, what lucky soul wouldn’t be, given the opportunity to hear of Maximillian the Magnificent’s exploits from the legend himself?

      “Yeah,” Maximillian said. “It seemed the townsfolk of Burken”—had that been it, Burken?—“were being plagued by some sort of wizard, one I’d never heard of before. Likely they made it up, but that’s backwater villagers for you, always seeing bogeymen where there are none.”

      “Wizard?” the man asked. Had Maximillian not known better, he would have thought he heard something like offense in the man’s tone.

      “That’s right,” he agreed, remembering a conversation with the innkeeper, the man pale and whispering as if afraid some monster would appear from an ale cask any minute and start tearing the place apart. “A…oh, damn, but it’s on the tip of my tongue…ah! It was a necrodancer, I believe.”

      “Mancer.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing, nothing. Please, go on.”

      “Anyway…” Maximillian said, frowning, “they hired me to take care of this fiend and—”

      “I don’t mean to be contrary, but necrom—necrodancers aren’t fiends. They create fiends sure, but they themselves are flesh and blood—” his words cut off and he paused in his ministrations. “Never mind. You were saying.”

      “The point is they hired me to deal with it, fortunate for them, of course, that Maximillian the Magnificent just happened to be passing by. I took the job, even honoring a few frightened villagers by taking them under my wing to teach them, firsthand, what it means to be a hero. After all, there’s only one of me, you see, and it was only right I teach them how to fend for themselves, because next time they might not be so lucky as to have a man like me around. Not that there are any—men like me, I mean.”

      “Kind of you,” the man said absently as he went about his work.

      There might have been the slightest disregard in the man’s voice, but Maximillian decided it must have just been in his head. Just as he decided not to share how such villagers had, in the past, proved useful, serving primarily as distractions. It was much easier, in his experience, to stab a monster in the back or lop off its head if said head is busy chewing on someone else. And as for how the story went afterward, well, that was easy enough to control when the man—or woman, he wasn’t particular on that point—being chewed on was rarely around to gainsay him. Even those few who did survive were far too traumatized to remember events clearly, choosing the easier route of suiting their memories, their truths to Maximillian’s recounting of events. After all, who better to tell of heroics than a hero?

      “Yes, it was kind of me,” he agreed. “Anyway, we confronted the wizard—” he paused as the man cleared his throat, frowning before going on, “found him in a graveyard of all places. I know, it sounds ridiculous, but the man wasn’t anywhere near as menacing as the villagers made out. When we arrived—with me in the back, of course, to best keep an eye on events and choose the best tactic for the situation—he was busy rooting around in a grave. The necrodancer, you see, was actually just your run of the mill grave robber, nothing more.”

      “Wait, that’s not true,” the healer said, “I wasn’t—” he paused, clearing his throat. “That is, are you quite sure that’s what he was doing? Did you see him take anything of value from the bodies, I mean?”

      “Well…no,” Maximillian admitted, “but what else would the man be doing digging through a grave?” He gave a soft laugh. “Looking for body parts to eat? A leg, maybe? Or an arm?”

      “Not to eat, don’t be ridiculous. And it was an arm. Anyway, that was later.”

      Maximillian was beginning to think he’d had the poor luck of running into a healer who was not only inept but also more than a little insane. “Anyway,” he went on, doing his best to ignore the man’s rude—and more than a little unnerving—interruption, “I sent the villagers in first. They were all too eager to go, you see.” In truth, he vaguely remembered having to kick a few in the backside to get them moving, but still he’d seen their courage, their willingness to do battle in their hearts and their eyes and had only been doing them a favor, giving them the spur they needed. “It looked like the villagers were going to take him easily enough—the man didn’t even have a sword, if you can believe it. Then some others appeared from around the graves.” In fact, it had looked, at the time, as if they’d appeared from within the graves, erupting out of the earth like the dead come to life, but of course that could only have been a faulty memory, one no doubt caused by whatever injury he’d sustained.

      “They were…” he paused, that cold, creeping fear he’d felt upon first encountering the grave robber and his allies spreading through him. They had been dirty, those other men, so covered in dirt and grime that by some trick of the moonlight, it had appeared as if they were decomposing—their faces rotting and sloughing away, their eyes milky and unseeing. But though they had appeared like corpses, the new arrivals had not lain still like the dead. Instead, they had moved. Moved with a frightening speed, shuffling forward in jerky, unnervingly quick movements.

      The villagers fought—say that for them, at least—but what few of their awkward, untrained strikes landed were shrugged off by the zomb—men, he told himself, only men—as if they were nothing. And by another trick of the shadows, one had even seemed to get its face cleaved nearly in half by a villager, yet it did not scream or shout in pain. Its only response, instead, was to grab the villager’s head and rip it from his shoulders with a single savage twist.

      Maximillian shuddered, clearing his throat. “The villagers were cut down…” not exactly correct, that, for the men they’d fought had used no swords or daggers, had brandished no weapons at all except, that was, for their claws and their teeth and a strength that was…unnatural.

      Hero or not, after watching the third or fourth villager literally be torn limb from limb, Maximillian had had enough. He wanted to run, but the things had been all around him by then, ripping and tearing and snarling while the villagers screamed and shouted and begged.

      He waited for an opening in the carnage around him and when one came, he lunged for it, weaving behind one of the attackers and the villager who was its opponent or, perhaps, it was more accurate to say victim. He rushed forward, covered in sweat and terrified, sure that one of the creatures would come for him next. He dodged left and right, working his way through brief openings the fighting afforded.

      Just when he was sure he was going to escape, a figure loomed in front of him. He might have screamed then, no way to know for sure, and no proof even if he had, and after a moment he realized that the figure wasn’t one of the things, after all, but the grave robber.

      Maximillian had caught glimpses of him during the creatures’ rampage, seeming to gesture to the creatures who appeared to obey his commands. Probably, he should have tried to attack the man. He hadn’t, though. Or, at least, he hadn’t meant to. What he’d meant to do was run, but he had lunged toward an opening in the melee only for it to be filled with snarling bodies which pushed against him, forcing him face to face with the man.

      He’d seen the man’s face, his eyes, and he hadn’t seemed angry or insane as Maximillian had at first thought. He’d had an almost apologetic expression on his face, as if this were all just some terrible misunderstanding, one that had gotten out of hand. He opened his mouth—perhaps to explain—though Maximillian, frightened as he was, had a thought that wizards also used their words to cast spells, thought that, perhaps, necrodancers were the same. So instead of listening to the man’s explanation or spell, whichever it had been, he decided to swing the sword he still held in a cold, clammy hand.

      That was when his memory got…fuzzy. “He was there,” he said slowly, softly, “right in front of me. I know he was. And the sword was going at him, bound to hit, no way it couldn’t, no way in the world he could get out of the way. But then….” He frowned, trying to remember, trying to peer through the fog which seemed to cover his memories.

      “But what?” the healer prompted. There was something in his voice now. Not eagerness, not exactly, but Maximillian thought something like it. Anticipation, maybe.

      Maximillian frowned, thinking, “I…I can’t…” they were there, the memories, dancing on the edges of his mind, phantoms gliding in the mist, so close but shadowy, indistinct. Finally, he let out a growl of frustration. “I can’t remember. It doesn’t matter anyway, it—”

      “Oh, but it does,” the healer said. “Try to remember, Maximillian the Magnificent. Try.”

      “It’s no use, I—”

      “Try.” The man interrupted and for the first time, he sounded forceful, perhaps even a little angry.

      Maximillian was painfully aware that despite his threats to go for the constabulary, he was at the healer’s mercy, so, fearing to anger him, he tried.

      He’d been swinging the sword, had felt it whisking through the air, but hadn’t been really thinking about it, not in truth, had instead been thinking about the space that would open in front of him. Thinking, really, only about getting away, as far away from the graveyard and the dead villagers and all the rest as he could. Maybe he’d feel bad, later, maybe, when recounting events, he thought he might feel like a coward, but he thought that was alright. He thought that given energy enough, he might be able to tell himself the lie that he had run not out of fear but for some other reason, to fight another day, perhaps. He thought that, given time enough, he might even believe it.

      But instead of connecting with the man’s face, Maximillian’s strike never landed. Something, a blur, moved at him from the side with frightening speed, and he spun. Spun with lightning-quick speed and reflexes, spun with all the gods-given talent and skill accumulated from years of training which he had—and it wasn’t enough. He was fast, he was quick, but the blur was faster, quicker, and the next thing he knew, there was a terrible ripping tear in his arm. He screamed and then something else struck him in the face with crushing force. The blow brought pain and agony and, in the end, darkness.

      “Nothing else?” the healer asked, when Maximillian had finished recounting it, leaving out the bits that made him look bad until he could edit them later, could go over them in his mind and mold the twisted, ugly shape of them into something he could live with, something that perhaps even made him look heroic.

      “Nothing,” he said. “That’s all. I’m finished.”

      The healer sat back, finally finishing whatever it is he’d been doing. Either it was growing lighter in the room, or Maximillian’s eyes were finally beginning to acclimate to the darkness, for he could make out the man’s vague outline, saw him run his arm across his forehead and lean backward in his chair as if in exhaustion.

      “Me too.”

      “Thank the gods,” Maximillian said, flexing his arm. “I thought you were going to rip the damned thing off.”

      “Rip it off?” the healer asked, and now Maximillian could make out the outline of his face, could see his features. An older man, perhaps twenty years past Maximillian’s own twenty-eight years, and it was impossible to miss the man’s incredulous look. “I wouldn’t rip it off,” the man continued. “The exact opposite, actually.”

      “So it was my arm that took the wound? I’ve got to admit, it’s all a bit…well, fuzzy, I guess. I can’t even remember what happened with the grave robber. Though,” he paused, and gave a little laugh meant to make it a joke, “I guess I must have won, or else we wouldn’t be having this conversation, so there’s that.”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he had never said them. In his head, they had sounded like something funny to say, something to lighten his darkening mood, to banish his worry and fear. Said aloud, though, they sounded like a pathetic attempt to deny…something. A huge and terrible truth was forming in his mind, but his thoughts skittered away from it like rats fleeing a flood.

      “No,” the healer said in a voice that was not unkind, “no, you did not win, Maximillian the Magnificent. I’m afraid you lost. You lost most…irrevocably.”

      He frowned. “What…what does that mean?”

      “I think you know. I think you’ve known for some time, in fact.”

      “I…” His mouth was dry, and his tongue felt two sizes too large. It was there again, that truth, that huge, life-changing mountain looming high above his head, threatening to topple on him at any moment. “No,” he said finally, shaking his head, “no, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m sorry, Maximillian, but you know quite well.” He could see the man clearly now, as clearly as if he were standing in broad daylight, but no candle had been lit, no lantern’s shade flung open. That was something else disturbing, some part, he thought, of that great monstrous truth.

      “I…I don’t want,” he paused. “I don’t want to…to…”

      He trailed off, unable to answer, and the man leaned in, patting him on the arm. “It’s not so bad. Or so I’ve been told. In fact, some even find it fun.”

      “Really?”

      “Well. I mean the percentages would suggest—”

      “Do you know many?” Maximillian asked, breathless now, wheezing the words out. “Dead men, I mean?”

      The man smiled widely. “Of course. They’re my favorite kind.”

      Something about the man’s face, now that he could see it so clearly, struck Maximillian as familiar, and he frowned, peering closer. Then it hit him, and his eyes went wide. “You’re him. The grave robber, I mean.”

      The man sighed in a long-suffering way. “I am no more a grave robber than…well, than a banker is a thief. Not even that because I’ve met some banker crooks in my time, more than my share. I’m more like…well, I’m more like a treasure hunter or a man who goes through the things other people throw away as if of no use, taking another’s trash and turning it into something of value.”

      Maximillian frowned. “So…so you steal people’s bodies?”

      “Only parts,” the man said defensively. “It’s not as if they’re using them anymore, are they? Burying them away as if they can’t stand the sight of them. That’s the crime, if you ask me.” He frowned. “Not that anyone does. They prefer to know me simply as Taslen the Terrible. Though, I must admit it does have a certain ring to it.” He shrugged as if the whole thing were of no consequence. “I’m sure you understand how it is, having a reputation. Seems unfair, sometimes, like if a man had a right to anything it would be to writing his own story instead of having other people, people he’s never met, write it for him. But then I don’t have to tell you that.”

      “A reputation?” Maximillian asked distractedly, more because it seemed like something was expected of him than any real desire to talk. He was too distracted by the truth, by that mountain, that monster which he had feared and which had finally been revealed. And in its revealing, he discovered, it was even worse than he had imagined it. Sometimes, light turned the monsters lurking in the darkness into phantoms, made of them coat racks or dressers, made the face peeking out from underneath a child’s bed a simple pair of boots. Other times, though, the light only made things worse, and the most dangerous thing, the scariest thing, was not some half-imagined monster or demon but simply the naked truth, one not fancied up with the lies and wishes men like to tell themselves.

      “Well, of course,” Taslen, laughed. “I mean, surely you must understand how it grows and twists. After all, you’re Maximillian the Magnificent, the most heroic figure of our generation, perhaps any. Your exploits are known and spoken of the width and breadth of the world. I’m sure you’ve no doubt witnessed people’s wanton disregard for the truth, often their outright lies, have you not?”

      Maximillian felt his mind reach out for the truth only to recoil like a man’s finger touching something hot, and he decided, instead, to focus on the man’s question. The truth was that if there had ever been any twisting of the truth throughout his career as a hero, it had been done far more by him than anyone else. “I…I might have seen some of what you mean.”

      The other man laughed. “Might have? Oh, you’re being far too modest. After all, you’re the most famous hero of the age. Everywhere you go, people must tell stories about you and the gods alone know who came up with ‘Maximillian the Magnificent’.” He gave another laugh. “Still, I suppose it does sort of roll off the tongue, doesn’t it?”

      Maximilian had always guarded his secrets closely, had seen the truth as a thing to be bent and shaped the way a potter might shape his clay. He had always fancied himself good at it, too. After all, it was the reason why his name was known throughout the land while other would-be heroes’ endeavors went unnoticed and unremarked. But no matter how good he was at shaping the truth, even he couldn’t make a dead man live by saying so. And as for those closely guarded secrets he’d buried so deep in his own mind that even he sometimes doubted they were real, well, they didn’t seem to matter much to him anymore. Being dead, he supposed, had a way of changing a man’s priorities. He shrugged. “I came up with the name myself,” he admitted.

      “Oh?” the man asked, clearing his throat. “Forgive me, it…it’s really quite—”

      “Don’t bother,” Maximillian said, waving his hand in a dismissive gesture but pausing halfway through it. It was the one the man had been working on and something about it struck him as off. And not just the hand, but the whole arm. Then, he realized what it was. “This…this isn’t my arm.”

      Taslen looked at it, this arm which was far more muscular than Maximillian’s had been, more tanned, too, as if it belonged to some peasant who spent his days working and toiling away in fields. “Well…they say possession is nine—”

      “This isn’t my arm,” Maximillian said again.

      “Sure it is,” The older man said, leaning forward as if to examine it more closely. “Anyway, it’s yours now. But if you don’t like it, we can always change it. There’s a banker, recently deceased—mugged, I’m afraid, stabbed through the heart—who I’ve been meaning to check on. Might be—”

      “That’s quite alright,” Maximillian said, feeling his gorge and just managing to keep it down.  He thought he should have been panicking, at least more than he was. Maybe running around, screaming, waving his arms…well. Waving the arms attached to his body around and beseeching the gods to save him. But he figured the time for beseeching had passed. After all, if a man was already dead, what would he beseech for?

      So, instead, he only sighed. “It’s horrible, isn’t it?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Being dead. I’m horrible. I’m a monster.”

      “Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself. After all, if dying were so terrible, people wouldn’t keep doing it, would they?”

      There was an appealing sort of logic to that, but Maximillian wasn’t ready to accept it, not yet. What he wanted, more than anything, was to feel sorry for himself. And that he was quite good at. “I’m dead,” he moped. “Dead as anyone.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there are deader out there.”

      “Anyway, what difference?” he went on. “I was never a good hero anyway. All lies and bullshit.”

      “Come now. Perhaps, they’ve been exaggerated a little, but I’m sure you’ve done some incredible things. I mean, what bout vanquishing the troll of Ergyle? Why, it’s said you ran him over with your courageous steed, your loyal companion through all these years. Gwendolyn, isn’t it?”

      Maximillian winced. “The truth is, Gwendolyn panicked—so did I—when the troll started tearing apart the rest of the team. Tried to run and in her panicked flight stomped him to the ground. Happened to crush his throat on the way down with a random hoof and kill him. Of course, the poor thing broke her leg doing it and had to be put down.”

      “But,” Taslen, said, “that can’t be right. I mean, you had Gwendolyn a year later, didn’t you, when you ran the bandits led by Fenler the Fierce out of the country, a quest given by the king himself, I might add! It’s said you were rewarded with a small fortune for that.”

      “Different horse,” Maximillian said, sighing. “I guess I’ve been through a dozen Gwendolyns over the years.”

      Taslen’s face scrunched up like a kid who has just been told that fairies aren’t real, or maybe they are real, but they all, as a whole, hate him. “That’s…I can’t…”

      “That’s not even the beginning of it,” Maximillian said. “You know that bandit leader, Fenler?”

      “Yes?”

      “I met him. Pretty nice guy, really. I told him how much of a reward the king was offering, we decided to split it down the middle. He took an extended vacation, and I took a little time off to visit a couple of prostitutes who were particularly…attentive to their duties.”

      “I see,” the older man said slowly, and there was no denying the disappointment in his voice. Then, his expression brightened, and he smiled widely. “Ah, but surely there’s no denying the slaying of the dragon of Pollyswale. Why, they say a dozen of you ventured into the dragon’s lair, and only you emerged, dragging its massive head behind your horse! I don’t generally get swept up in the antics of heroes—professional hazard, understand—but,” he paused, leaning in confidentially, “I’ve got to say when I heard of it, even I was inspired. A damned incredible feat, that was.” He must have seen something of Maximillian’s thoughts in his face, for he frowned, his eyebrows drawing down. “Incredible,” he said again as if daring Maximillian to argue. “Wasn’t it?”

      Maximillian sighed. “The dragon choked on the last of the dozen you spoke of—his belt buckle, maybe. I was hiding behind a pile of gold at the time.”

      Taslen studied him, blinking. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

      Maximillian shrugged. “You don’t have to say anything. Fact is, I’ve led a pretty shitty life, selfish and useless.” He grunted. “The whores were nice, though.”

      “Well, cheer up,” Taslen said in obviously feigned excitement, “If life was so bad, perhaps death will treat you better.”

      A thought struck Maximillian, and he felt a stab of panic. “I haven’t lost my looks, have I? I mean, in my face? My arm can be covered with a robe or something, but if my face…it was always my best feature. Tell me I haven’t lost my face.”

      The man shifted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course you haven’t lost your face.”

      “Oh, thank the gods—”

      “Nearly all of its still there,” Taslen continued. “At least seventy, eighty percent, I’d say, and considering the way the ghoul went after you, that’s as much as anybody could expect.”

      “Seventy to eighty…” Maximillian said slowly. “Give me a mirror. Now.”

      Taslen cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t. Probably best to give yourself time. Lower expectations and all—”

      “A mirror now!” he roared.

      The man sighed, walking to the side of the room and removing a cloth from a standing mirror before rolling it over beside the bed. “Now, I don’t want you to panic,” he was saying as he moved it. “You’ll get used to—”

      But Maximillian wasn’t listening. He was watching the mirror approach, peering around until, finally, he caught sight of something inside of it—a figure whose features grew into clear, terrible focus a moment later.

      When he woke once more, he was still lying as he had been, and Taslen was sitting beside him, having what smelled like tea. Maximillian had always liked tea, but now the smell of it made his stomach roil in disgust. “How long was I out?”

      “Only a few minutes,” the man assured him. “Anyway, sorry about you know, the face and all.”

      A great wave of self-loathing rolled over Maximillian then, followed by an even greater wave of self-pity. “I’m a monster. A, a fiend.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Taslen said. “Some of my best friends are fiends.”

      Maximillian snarled, jerking up from the bed and glancing down only to realize that it wasn’t a bed at all but a stone slab and that, now he paid attention to his surroundings, he understood why the room was as dark as a tomb. It was one. “What gives you the damned right?” he demanded of the necromancer, jerking him up by the front of his shirt. “You’ve made me, t-this monster!”

      “Would you rather be dead?” the necromancer asked calmly, and Maximillian got the impression he’d asked the question before, perhaps many times. He was forced to frown at that and, slowly, he lowered the man onto the floor once more.

      “But…I am dead. Aren’t I?”

      “Only mostly.”

      Another thought struck him, and he met the necromancer’s eyes. “So…what? You’re my master then?”

      The man shrugged, “If you like.”

      “But, I mean…what am I supposed to do then?”

      “Well,” the man said, fidgeting. “Anything you want, of course.”

      “Oh. I thought there’d be some sort of, I don’t know, you’d make me kill someone or something.”

      “Gods no, I hate killing.”

      “But…”

      “I said I hate killing. The dead are another matter. After all, it isn’t as if they killed themselves, is it? Except, of course, when they do.”

      “Of course. So you’re saying there are no limits…no, I don’t know, restrictions?”

      The necromancer laughed “Of course not. Nothing changes, really. I mean,” he shrugged. “your looks are a little different, I’ll grant you. On the upside, though, you won’t get sick or tired and will have no need of sleep. So that’s nice.”

      “Huh. That is nice.”

      “Sure,” Taslen said, smiling. “As for the rest, well, you can figure it out. It’s your death, after all, only you can decide the manner in which you choose to live it. You can travel, if you want. Or stay here. There’s nothing much changed from before, you know, except, well…there is one small thing.”

      Maximillian frowned. “What thing?”

      “Nothing big,” the necromancer said with a laugh, “just a tiny…well, I suppose you’d call it an irritation of being dead. An inconvenience, really, no more.”

      Maximillian laughed. “Oh, good. For a minute there, I thought you were going to say something crazy, like I had to worry about decomposing or, I don’t know,” he laughed again, “I’d have to eat the flesh of the living, something like that.” He grinned. “Sorry, I know. Too many stories, I guess.”

      But Taslen was shaking his head as if in wonder. “It is really amazing, how accurate some of them are.”

      “Wait a minute, are you saying…I have to eat people?”

      Taslen snorted. “Well, not all of them, obviously. Unless, well, I guess unless you’re really hungry, that is.”

      “And decomposing?”

      The necromancer waved a dismissive hand. “Not nearly as bad as people make out. Though, you may want to start rubbing flowers along your neck and wrists in the morning, maybe carry some in your pockets.”

      “And that’ll help?”

      “Not really. Couldn’t hurt though, could it?”

      “Gods but you should have left me dead.”

      “Oh, don’t be so modest. Besides, I didn’t have anything going on.”

      Max looked at his new arm in disgust, thought of his misshapen, ghoulish face. “I’ll kill myself.”

      “Ah,” Taslen said, wincing. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. You see, you’re already dead—mostly, just mostly. And you can’t kill what’s already dead, you see?”

      “Really?” Maximillian said, “you mean…I can’t be killed? Like, at all?”

      “Well…you can be set on fire. It’s hard to say whether you’d be anymore dead as a pile of ash than you are now…though, I suppose your outlook on things might change.”

      “No,” Maximillian said, shaking his head, “no, I won’t do it. I won’t—I can’t—” the panic was there now, panic brought on by a truth he could no longer shape to his will, and he ran. He wasn’t sure, really, what he was running from—Taslen, perhaps, himself or the tomb or his new reality. He knew only that he ran, his bare feet carrying him at a sprint up stone stairs and out of the tomb. He burst through the door, emerging onto a cemetery, and gazed around.

      Then, shocked by his own speed, shocked, too, by the fact that he was not out of breath—a man could not lose what he did not have, after all—he ran on, sprinting and fleeing and running, his gasps not due to exertion but to his own panic.

      He left the cemetery behind and emerged into a deep forest. There, his senses finally returned to him, and he slowed to a walk. He spent that first night of his death in the quiet, listening to the sounds of the squirrels skittering in the trees and loons calling somewhere in the darkness. The moon was sunk low, the sun a promise soon to come, when a thought struck him with terror. The sun was coming.

      He remembered all too well the pain the candle had caused him and knew he had been a fool to flee from Taslen, the only one who might explain to him his new existence, not to mention braving the sun and what agony it might cause. He ran then, ran away from the promise of the day’s coming sun and back toward the cemetery. He had paid little attention in his flight and so it took him over an hour of searching before he finally found the tomb again. He hurried inside, desperate to apologize to the necromancer, to ask him a thousand questions. The man, though, was gone. There was only a scrap of paper, folded neatly and placed on the slab on which Maximillian had lain.

      He snatched it up, desperate for what assurance it might provide, perhaps instructions on how to be getting on, maybe even to say Taslen had just stepped out and would be back in a moment. But when he opened it, the note contained none of those things. Instead, it read:

      No need to apologize for running off—I understand this all must come as quite a shock. Anyway, I’ve got to go, things I need to be about, you see. I just wanted to say…

      Ghoul Luck.

      Haha, sorry. Couldn’t help myself. Besides, I find a good laugh always makes dying a little easier.

      Your fiend, (haha)

      Taslen the Terrible

      Maximillian stared at the note for several seconds, willing there to be more, something to tell him what he was now supposed to do. But there was nothing. That’s when he heard the shout. He knew that shout—he’d heard it in other places from other mouths. It was the shout of someone needing help. Perhaps he could not be the man he once had been—that man was gone, along with his face and one of his arms. But that man had not been a hero, either, not really. Now, though…now, perhaps he could be.

      He moved with impossible speed, bursting from the tomb once more. He smelled something, sniffed the air and realized it was the smell of blood, of fresh blood still pumping in the veins of whoever shared the graveyard with him. He followed that smell easily, and so need not have heard the screams at all to track down their owner who turned out to be a man dressed in a black tunic and trousers, clothes of mourning. He was pressed up against a grave by another, this one clothed in rags and holding a knife at his throat. “You heard me, fucker,” the poorly dressed man growled, “all your money.”

      Time was—yesterday, to be precise—Maximillian would have been afraid of that bared steel. Dying, though, had a way of making a man less of afraid of…well. Dying. So he stepped forward, out of the shadows. “Let him go!” He shouted in his heroic voice. Only, it didn’t sound right, sounded guttural and phlegmy.

      The two men spun but instead of threats from the one or gratitude from the other, Maximillian was rewarded with terrified, shrieking screams from both.

      “Monster!” the would-be mugger screamed.

      “Kill it!” the would-be mugged shouted.

      And then, Maximillian was quite surprised to find both men charging toward him, one brandishing a knife, the other a thick limb he’d picked up from the ground. “Wait a minute—” Maximillian began, but then they were on him, the dagger and limb striking him, and he reacted. He was fast, faster than he’d ever been, and stronger too. Before he even realized what had happened, both men lay dead at his feet.

      “Shit,” he said. Then, with a frown, he quested for the knife handle, found it sprouting out of his face and gave it a pull. It came out with a squelch but no blood. “Shit,” he said again.

      Then it was just him, the man he’d meant to rescue and the man he’d meant to rescue him from both lying dead at his feet. “Sorry,” he said.

      The men, either out of rudeness or because their death took a little more fully than Maximillian’s own, did not respond. “Well,” he said, “I’ll uh…I’ll be getting on then. Good uh…well.” He turned and started away, but was struck by the smell of blood once more, and he froze. It was a nice smell, pleasant. Warm and inviting like the cookies his mother used to make. Another lie, that. His mother had never made cookies, not that he could recall, but it was the sort of thing people said about their mothers. Anyway, that didn’t change the fact that he did like that smell. He liked it an awful lot.

      Before he knew what he was doing, he had turned and was standing over the bodies again. “No,” he said, shaking his head, arguing with his feet which refused to walk away. “I won’t do this. I won’t. It’s…well, it’s evil. Surely. I mean, chewing on flesh…it has to be. Though,” he acknowledged, “it is true that we eat cows and pigs and all. But I’d never eat a man. That’s…well. That’s different. They’re men. Mortals. Human and alive and—well, sure. These aren’t alive. But…” But the smell was inviting. Unbearably tempting.

      He decided, on second thought, that there was nothing heroic in letting good food go to waste. Not when doing so helped no one. Besides, someone would be along, sooner or later, someone with the unenviable job of cleaning all this up. And the less there was, well, the easier it would be to clean. That was just a fact. But that wasn’t the only fact. The other was that he was going to eat the men. He realized he’d known that since before he’d left the tomb, probably. He was going to eat them whether it was heroic or not.

      He could always be a hero tomorrow.

      Today, he was a ghoul. A hungry one.
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      I was born on the longest night of the year, under a moonless sky. I’m told that even the stars were obscured by clouds. Shortly after I was born, my mother, in her fragile, broken state, closed her eyes to join the darkness. She never opened them again. After my father buried her, he eventually took notice of his wailing newborn babe, granting but a scrap of his waning stamina to bathe and feed me. When he saw the burgeoning black mark on the back of my neck, he had his suspicions. But six months later, when news had spread that a golden-haired child had been born on the summer solstice, a child that bore the mark of divinity on its palm, his suspicions were confirmed. Before he abandoned me, he did me a “kindness” and burned away the aposematism at the base of my neck – the telltale brand that nature, in her boundless wisdom, had bestowed upon me, marking me as an unmistakable threat to any who may have the misfortune of encountering me.

      On the eve of the summer solstice, twenty-one years later, the scar on my neck has darkened, once more displaying that malevolent mark. Only now, thanks to the shabby work of my father, it’s mottled and knotted – even more prominent than if the fool had just let it be. Like a rattle on a snake, it serves as a conspicuous warning to all who dare draw close. It’s a rather superfluous demarcation, if you ask me, since most people instinctively shy away from me anyway. You can blame that on my disarmingly handsome appearance: jet-black hair, amber eyes, a taut, smooth complexion…

      Yeah, we’ll go with that.

      Ancient folklore and wizened priests claim the end is coming. Soon, I will come face-to-face with the golden-haired child – or should I say “man,” since it’s been a couple of decades – for he has been named The Chosen One: Savior of the World and Destroyer of the Harbinger of Evil and Death. (That’s me.)

      And I am the one destined to kill him.

      …I jest, of course. The Scrolls of do-Vahïyae – one of the swollen-headed prophets of the last age, I’ve gathered – prophesy the thrashing of a millennium. And guess who’s preordained to be on the receiving end? I’ll give you a hint: legends and prophecies are seldom kind to the bad guy. That’s just the way things are. Light always prevails over darkness, and big, bad wolves go to sleep hungry while precious lambs get to frolic into the sunset. End scene, close book; the satisfied reader dabs a blissful tear.

      Villains always get what’s coming to them.

      But as usual, I’ve gotten ahead of myself. You didn’t ask, but I’ll tell you anyway: my name is Zeb. What it is short for doesn’t matter. Where I live is of little importance. I was born on this planet for one purpose, and one purpose only: to be the scapegoat for all that is wrong in the world. When I am obliterated, peace, harmony, and happiness will ostensibly be restored. Now, perhaps that sounds defeatist. After all – no one really wants to be the bad guy. And we all have a say in the matter, right?

      Wrong.

      When I was dumped at the orphanage, I was granted a clean slate. My dear father never told them his apocryphal theory about me; but let’s not give him too much credit for that. He was found dead less than twenty steps from the entrance, struck by lightning and burnt to a crisp. Hey, don’t look at me – I’d barely learned to crawl, let alone strike my enemies down with hellfire. That’s on him.

      Still, it didn’t take long for others to piece together that I wasn’t your run-of-the-mill toddler, either. Things had a tendency of dying when I was in the vicinity – plants, insects, small animals. A child or two. Not that I was ever directly implicated. But, you know, coincidences pile up and then labels get attached and once a handful of people start calling you “evil,” it’s pretty much downhill from there. Have you ever tried to shake off a childhood nickname? Those epithets stick to you like feathers to tar. Still, “Tubby” can lose weight. “Crybaby” can pour himself an oatstraw tonic and one day his gravestone might just say “A Committed Eccedentesiast.” (By all means, look it up.) But “The Evil One”? That takes more than a strict dietary regimen and a mood-boosting potion.

      Look, by now I know you’re already on their side. I don’t blame you, I really don’t. Hell, by the end of this little self-pitying tale of woe, I suspect you’ll positively despise me. But for now, while I still have your attention, let me just say: I didn’t want this. I didn’t ask to be born. I don’t revel in the role I’ve been involuntarily cast into.

      Cue the skepticism: “He hasn’t tried hard enough.” “What a self-pitying clod.” “We’ve all accidentally killed a child or two and none of us are crying about being the Antithesis to All That’s Pure and Good in the World.” Well, stick with me, because I’m about to make my case.

      As a young boy, I railed against my destiny. I spent nights weeping, begging, even pressing my forehead to the dirty orphanage tiles, prostrating myself to the Creator above. Just let me be, I would whisper. Let someone else be the bad guy.

      When no one answered – and let’s face it, why would He? – I simply tried to turn my back on destiny. It can’t come true if I don’t let it, I consoled myself… Ah, yes, the doe-eyed naiveté of youth. But the signs were all there. And the prophecies, no matter how I tried to avoid them, kept coming true.

      The scrolls say that the Evil One – yours truly – will be a solitary man. No friends, no family. Look, not all of us can have a sparkling smile and an effervescent wit, okay? But that’s not for lack of trying. As a child, I longed for a companion – but the other orphans, young and naïve as they were, still had natural instincts – and those instincts warned them of what their conscious minds had yet to understand: wolves and lambs were never meant to be friends. Nevertheless, I desperately threw myself at every child in that damned orphanage, showering them with tokens and gifts – rusted coins, shiny rocks, silken butterfly cocoons, you name it. But every gift I gave, every joke I told, every attempt I made was met with avoidance, fear, even contempt. The other children shied away from me as though I were a snake in the grass. Even the adults avoided making eye contact with me. So, I spent most of my time out of sight, which seemed to make everyone happy enough. But then, when I was fourteen years old, my loneliness and my idiotic teenage urges got to the better of me, and I gave Lily – the girl I had loved desperately for three years – the yellow version of her namesake. When she politely leaned in to smell its fragrant petals, a bee emerged, stinging her four times in the face before it tumbled to the ground and died. She succumbed to its poison later that night. The other children whispered that I had done it intentionally; the Directress and her assistants believed them. I was told to leave the following morning. Fun stuff, right? Well, I never said this would be an uplifting story.

      The prophecies also claimed that I would have the mark of Torment on the inside of my palm. Well, they were far off the “mark” there – my palms were positively free of cameos and hieroglyphs. Not a scar, not a freckle, nary so much as a scab graced the unblemished skin of my hands, even as a child. And believe me, I did everything I could to keep it that way, even donning thick gloves for most of my formative years. (In hindsight, I realize this more than likely contributed to my already-insidious vibe.) Then, two years ago, as I was toiling away as a blacksmith’s apprentice in order to afford a room and some stale bread, I reached for an iron that I was sure had cooled. But, you know, destiny had other plans and as the searing metal burned through my leather-hide gloves, the skin melted right off my calloused hand. Months later, when it had finally healed, the gnarled, damaged skin had formed thick scar tissue in the shape of a horned beast. Not a unicorn or anything delightful like that, but a slanty-eyed goat head with two curled antlers coming out of its narrow, sinister-looking skull. When the blacksmith caught a glimpse of it, he kicked me out of his shop, spitting superstitious incantations under his breath as I left.

      Still don’t believe me? Well, there’s more.

      The scrolls also claim that the evil one will be a harbinger of death and a conduit for darkness. Pretty melodramatic, right? That’s what I thought when the Directress would spout various epitaphs at me every time she whipped me for some perceived wrong-doing. But, as usual, the scrolls have proven thus far to be infallible. For instance, carrion-eaters tend to follow me wherever I go: vultures, rats, beetles – a certain persistent raven that I’ve taken to calling Philos. He sometimes leaves me mouse carcasses and colorful pieces of string as thanks for the meals I inadvertently provide him – after all, death and decay follow me everywhere I go. I can read people’s thoughts – particularly the dark ones, so I always know the unpleasant things people are thinking about me. Just ask all those children I inadvertently tormented; they certainly had nothing but unkind opinions of me. Speaking of which, the orphanage that so graciously took me in twenty years ago recently burned down – right after I had a dream that I was the one who lit the match. (I feel bad about that, I really do.)

      “If you’re so concerned about being the bad guy, why not just do the world a favor and kill yourself?” you may ask. How very considerate of you. But I’ve tried that as well. Lethal poison, hurling myself off a mountain, trying to run myself through with a razor-sharp blade – the poison left me with no more than a stomachache; I landed right-side-up on the softest tuffet of grass my bottom has ever graced; and the entire sword, expensive and well-crafted as it was, crumbled into fine metallic dust before it could so much as leave a scratch on my skin. It would seem that death follows me, but ever eludes my grasp.

      So, I’ve pretty much given up on trying to shake the whole destiny thing.

      Which is probably for the best, since tomorrow is a full lunar eclipse, and I’m supposed to run into the so-called Chosen One during the peak of the Blood Moon. Where and when, I’m not exactly sure. I haven’t really been keeping up with the guy since, you know, it’s his life mission to paint a large swathe of land with my still-warm blood, and I’ve pretty much conceded to that fact. If I can’t control my ultimate fate, why fixate on the petty details? It also behooves me to mention that the last time I tried to pick up a page from The Scrolls of do-Vahïyae, it spontaneously ignited in my hands. So, I’ve really just caught snippets here and there. Luckily(?), it’s a common topic of conversation, since folks seem to be pretty excited at the prospect of living in a Me-less world.

      Now, I already know what you’re thinking: I could just stay home. Maybe make myself a cup of warm milk and read some poetry by the fire. Pop a large vat of corn and toss some in the air so Philos and I can try to catch the hot kernels in our mouths. But if I’ve learned anything, it’s that Destiny is an obstinate wench and if I try to shun what’s apparently a pretty significant moment for the world, my house would probably burn down anyway – and with my luck, the damned Chosen One would be the one leading the Fire Brigade.

      So, I figure I’d better bathe and run a comb through my hair, since tomorrow is a big day, what with me probably dying a long, painful death and what-have-you. At least Philos and the others will have my fresh carcass to feed on, if my limbs haven’t been burnt to an unpalatable crisp. I do worry about who will take care of them when I’m gone and the world is celebrating my demise.
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      Dramatic sunsets are fantastic things, aren’t they? For a moment, the whole sky turns to crimson fire. The underbellies of clouds glow pink and streaks of crepuscular rays gleam across the blooming horizon. Villagers point and with glistening eyes exclaim, “The Creator is a true artist, isn’t He?” But I’ll tell you a little-known fact: to get a stunning, heart-stopping, breath-catching red sky, you need impurities. Filth. Forest fires. Mineral dust. Volcanic eruptions. Noxious smoke from burning coal. As I sit here on my favorite hilltop, watching the sun dip behind the treetops, sneering at the young, happy couple embracing one another below in the valley, it occurs to me how ugly the world will be when I’m gone – if the prophecies are true and my death will truly be the end of all evil. The sunsets will be duller. Romance will be lackluster. Songs and poetry, tiresome and uninspiring. For without the negative moments to accentuate and color in the positive, humans, frightened and bland as they are, will live in a colorless world.

      Though no one but Philos is watching, I can’t help but shrug to myself. They all think they’ll be better off without me. do-Vahïyae claimed that when evil is finally vanquished, the world will be enveloped by goodness, that man will love his fellow neighbor, and darkness will be cast from everyone’s hearts. True, the prophecies have been inerrant thus far, but if I know humans – and believe me, as someone who has access to their deepest, darkest thoughts, I do – that’s a highly far-fetched notion. I mean, even that guy at the bottom of the hill, chewing on the lip of the pretty little thing in his arms, is thinking about another woman. Humans are never content. Never happy with what they have. And is that really all my fault? Do they honestly believe my death will magically solve that?

      A flash of light catches my eye down below as the last rays of scarlet dissolve to purple up above. The man has tumbled to the ground, his darkening silhouette as still as stone. What did I miss? I wonder. It couldn’t have been a lightning strike, for there was no thunder to accompany it. I feel the corners of my mouth purse slightly; I would expect, of course, a hysterical response from his flaxen-haired tart, but she hasn’t moved. On the contrary, she appears perfectly serene. But that would be absurd, based on my limited experience with dainty, comely-looking females such as herself. I try to pull my eyes away from her, because, let’s be honest, I have more pressing issues to consider – such as my own, looming mortality. But something is drawing me to her, though I bid my legs to stay where they are.

      She turns away from the man’s crumpled form, and begins to climb the hill – at a strangely resigned pace, I can’t help but note. As far as I can tell, she still hasn’t noticed me. I glance around self-consciously. The family of sparrows that was nesting in the tree above abruptly scattered when I arrived; only my lone raven remains. A circle of dead grass surrounds me; the entire hilltop reeks of silence and gloom. Not that that’s unusual; it happens whenever I linger in a place for more than a brief moment.

      As the woman crests the hill, she finally notices me, and her lips curl into something resembling contempt. Again, not unusual. Still, I’m unable to pull my eyes away. She can’t be much older than twenty, and she’s only wearing a thin, black cloak, despite the growing chill in the evening air. Her perfectly curled blonde hair tumbles exquisitely around her narrow shoulders, and though the last vestiges of daylight are quickly dissipating, her blue eyes jump out at me in the darkness, as though illuminated from behind. I peek into her thoughts, hoping to catch a glimpse of what she’s thinking, but they’re an erratic jumble of knots. I’d have better luck trying to untangle a crate of fishing wire.

      “Who are you?” she asks, lifting her chin haughtily.

      Ah. A plucky one. “Who I am doesn’t matter,” I reply, rising from the ground. My voice sounds hoarse. When was the last time I spoke aloud? A week? A month? I do my best to clear the cobwebs from my throat, but for what feasible reason, I cannot say. Though my heart and loins ache for companionship – hey, I might be the Prime Evil, but a man still has needs – why bother making small talk? The last thing this poor girl needs is a tree branch skewering her lovely neck, or a venomous snake latching onto her slender ankle. Don’t scoff. My presence alone has caused both of those things to happen to innocent bystanders. And besides, the battle of a millennium is about to commence, if only his Holiest of Highnesses would appear.

      Despite my stony demeanor, however, the girl hasn’t moved. Shock from her lover’s collapse, perhaps. I let out a long sigh. “It would seem that your consort is in need of help.” Which, it suddenly occurs to me, could very well be my fault. “I have previous arrangements that prevent me from assisting either of you, but there is a town not far from here, on the other side of that hilltop. You should be able to find a willing doctor, even at this hour.”

      “He’s dead,” she replies, her face betraying little emotion. “He sought to pilfer my glory, like so many others.”

      Well. That most certainly was not the reaction I was expecting. “Is that some sort of euphemism for taking your virginity?” I ask, more than slightly taken aback.

      I half-expect her to hurl curses at me for my gross impropriety, but instead, she lets out a mirthless laugh. From somewhere in the distant trees, an owl hoots, reminding me of the impending hour. The moon hasn’t risen above the horizon, but it won’t be long now. The red shadow of the earth will be engulfing it shortly.

      “You need to leave this place,” I say, glancing around. He should be here by now. My eyes trail back to the woman’s blank stare as I once more try to make out her thoughts. She should be terrified of me – or at the very least, planning a half-intelligible excuse to escape. But she’s not budging.

      She laughs again – this time, derisively. “You have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “I’d certainly remember if you were at the orphanage,” I reply, scrubbing a hand through my hair. Not one of my more debonair lines, I’ll give you that. Still, I can’t help but chuckle at the irony. Here I am, moments away from a harsh and bloody death, having the longest conversation I’ve had in years with a beautiful woman who isn’t cowering in fear from my mere presence.

      Destiny is indeed a cruel, cruel wench.

      “An orphanage?” she scoffs, indignance flashing in her inhumanly-blue eyes.

      Time to end this. “Sorry,” I say, clasping my hands behind my head. “I don’t know who you are. And I don’t truthfully care. I’ve got bigger things to worry about. So why don’t you go back to your dead boyfriend and move along? There’s about to be some bloodshed on this hill, and I doubt you want to sully your pretty little boots.”

      At that, I relax slightly, knowing she’ll be departing in an angry huff. Still, the conversation has shaken me, not only because it represents the most words I’ve exchanged with a person in years, but because she doesn’t seem frightened of me. If a twiggy little squirt with a princess complex isn’t intimidated by me, then Mr. Savior of the World isn’t going to be impressed, either. I might have to up the ante for him, lest I humiliate myself in the first—

      “You’ll have to take your little boy brawl somewhere else, then,” she snaps, “because I’m about to purge the world of evil, and I don’t need you getting in my way.”

      No.

      My back stiffens as though a steel rod has been forcefully inserted in my spine. I feel the blood drain from my face and something resembling a raven’s squawk sneaks between my lips. She can’t be serious. She just can’t be. But she’s not laughing. There’s no trace of a smile on that wickedly cherubic face.

      “You’re… the Chosen One,” I whisper, still waiting for a belated punchline.

      At that, she straightens her shoulders. With a flourish of her cloak, she extends her right hand, displaying the inimitable mark of Divinity embedded in her palm – a circular shield engulfed in divine flame. My eyes widen in disbelief. There’s absolutely no mistaking it. I also catch a glimpse of a jewel-encrusted hilt hanging from her leather belt. A prodigious blade like that certainly wasn’t designed for peeling carrots.

      “It won’t be long before my throng of worshippers arrives,” she sniffs. “You’re welcome to join them from the safety of the valley below. You can tell your grandchildren you had the ultimate honor of exchanging words with the Savior moments before she saved the world.”

      Kill her! a voice screams at me. Snap her neck before she realizes! End her before she ends you! The voice in my head is right, of course. This tiny little wisp of a woman has been divinely-appointed to kill me. Fashioned by the Creator himself to bring peace and everlasting harmony to the world. I find myself wondering, and not for the first time that day: What would happen if Evil finally won? If darkness freely roamed the world instead of being cast away to the repressed subconscious mind, banished to the frayed edges of civil society?

      As my eyes once more focus on her face, her jeer is quickly turning into a glare. I’ve already been dismissed, and she clearly isn’t accustomed to having her orders disregarded.

      “You’re a little self-absorbed to be the epitome of goodness,” I blurt out.

      With a roll of her pretty blue eyes, she doesn’t try to hide the contempt in her voice. “I am single-handedly responsible for saving this world. From the moment I was born with this,” she snaps, waving her hand in my face, “I became the most important person in the universe. I doubt a discarded orphan like yourself could understand the significance of having the fate of the whole world rest on their shoulders.”

      I stifle a growl as the voice in my head tries to drown out her self-reverential piety. Choke her! Snap her neck! Drain the blood from her minuscule body! Rule the world! Let chaos reign!

      “For someone who’s about to destroy the Harbinger of Evil and save the world, you don’t seem particularly cheerful,” I hedge, crossing my arms tightly across my chest so I don’t inadvertently lash out and break one of the bones in her lovely little face. “Aren’t you excited to become a bigger legend than you already are?”

      “It’s not a role I’ll particularly relish, no,” she mutters, half to herself.

      “Why?”

      A sigh huffs through her rose-colored lips. “Well, let’s see. For starters, I’m already expected to be a perfect angel – your model ‘Savior’ archetype. I can never curse, never drink, never belch, never fail, never lay with a man—”

      To my dismay, I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t beginning to rise somewhere else, as well. The woman is insufferable, but by the Creator, she’s the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever laid eyes on. And an extra added bonus? Somehow, I haven’t killed her yet – accidentally or otherwise.

      “—Not that I’d want to anyway, since they all only seem to be interested in bedding the Chosen One so they can boast to their slack-jawed tavern mates.”

      A crude and witty response is hovering on my tongue, but my eyes instinctively flutter from her perfectly-shaped bosom to the horizon. The moon is cresting the treetops; its bright, shining face has already begun to fade to orange. Out in the distance, I can hear the rising susurration of voices, see the soft buttery glow of incoming torches. Her horde of disciples are fast approaching.

      Why are you stalling? The voice screams at me. She does not yet suspect you! End this now! Hurl her corpse off the hillside and take your rightful throne in the universe! I glance over my shoulder. The other side of the hill is comprised of a rather steep and unforgiving slope…

      A resigned sigh escapes my lips. “Wouldn’t it be nice if you could just… ignore destiny?” I whisper. “Be who you want? Do what you want?” I attempt to stifle a gulp. “…Bed who you want?”

      For the first time tonight, her plump lips curl into a devious smile. “I sometimes do those things anyway, when no one else is looking.” She lifts a gold ring from her pocket and her grin widens. “This, for example, used to be his.” She jerks her head towards the bottom of the hill, where the corpse of her unlucky lover lies. “I just have to make sure there are no witnesses to besmirch my shining reputation,” she adds, throwing me a pointed look. “But no one ever gets very far anyway, denouncing the world’s beloved Savior in public. They’re usually branded as a heretic or worse. Now—”

      “You’re not a very good person, are you?” I interject, glancing at the dark outline of a body at the bottom of the hill.

      “No, I’m not,” she replies.

      “Then why pretend?”

      You stupid ox! The voice shrieks. Lop off her head! Dislocate her arm!

      She rolls her eyes again – this time, she too appears to notice the mounting position of the moon atop the horizon. “I already told you – because I was born the Chosen One. I’ll never be able to escape that burden. Besides, if I don’t kill the Evil One, the world will be doomed and I’ll be branded a failure. Speaking of which, if you’ll excuse me, he’ll be appearing any minute now – if he’s not already here,” she adds, her voice rising, “spying on me through the eyes of a raven.” Her eyes flit to the tree branches above, where my small friend is watching us with great interest. For a single, fleeting moment, a shadow of fear crosses her face.

      Huh. Is possessing birds a thing? Why haven’t I ever tried that?

      “The high priest told me the Evil One would swoop down in beast form,” she mutters, drawing a piece of scrollwork from her cloak. “Unless this isn’t the highest point of the valley…?”

      As she brushes past me, her cloak swirling in the frigid breeze, my hand reaches out and grabs her arm. “What kind of world would it be?” I whisper.

      Stunned, she tries to wrench her arm from my grasp, but I don’t let go.

      “What is love without hate?” I continue. “Passion without jealousy? Laughter without tears? After all, the deeper pain carves into your body, the more pleasure you can contain.”

      “What are you saying?” she hisses at me, recoiling. The crease between her eyes is deepening. Her thoughts, moments ago an indiscernible jumble, are now a raging tempest.

      The end draws near.

      The words are rushing from my mouth autonomously now. “I’m saying, I don’t think you’d enjoy a world without me. In fact, I daresay you’ll be bored to tears without the earthly pleasures evil provides – of which the depraved and decadent possibilities are endless.”

      At that, her eyes grow wide and round. “You!” she snarls, jerking her arm away from me. “Of course! The priests warned me you’d be alluring! That you’d try to tempt me! How could I be so blind?” Her hand flies to her hilt; her eyes are practically incandescent, glowing in the deepening darkness.

      The buzzing of hushed murmurs from the valley is growing, electrifying the air with excitement and anticipation. I can see the hundreds of burning torches freely now; our audience has arrived.

      Kill her! the voice screams at me again. Smite her! Become the victor, and you can be the hero of this age! I must say, the voice in my head makes a good point. But I find myself shrugging, and the next words that tumble from my mouth are more shocking than anything else I’ve heard tonight.

      “I have no interest in killing you,” I whisper. “Nor is anyone here to force your hand to slay me.”

      “Then you shall greet death with open arms!” she shouts, pulling her sword from its sheath. It gleams red from the ruddy light of the blood moon. Below, the crowd has devolved into bedlam – voluble prayers and frightened cries erupt across the valley below as the villagers welcome the spilling of my demonspawn blood with hopeful, bated breath.

      This is it.

      As she raises her sword above her head, her glowing blue eyes are replaced by Lily’s shy brown ones. How I loved that girl. How I mourned for her death. I don’t relish killing things. I pity the creatures that die in my presence.

      Let’s face it: I’m not a very good villain.

      I meet her eyes and she pauses, her sword trembling above her head. I could lunge for her, kick her feet out from beneath her and plunge the sword into her neck before she even knew what was happening. I could wave my hand and summon an angry swarm of hornets, then be well on my way before her puffed-up, swollen face has a chance to connect with the ground.

      Instead, I ask, “What’s your name?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she whispers, fear and doubt and mistrust contorting her expression.

      “It does.”

      “I’m the Chosen One,” she replies, lowering her sword ever so slightly. I can see it shaking in her hands, though she tightens her grip to steady it.

      “And I’m the Evil One,” I reply, a wan smile creeping across my face. “Born and destined to be defeated by you – I’ve never had the chance to be anything more.”

      “Nor have I.” The glowing resolve in her eyes has begun to diminish. A quivering frown is tugging at her pursed lips. “All my life, they’ve expected great things from me,” she whispers through clenched teeth. “I’ve always had to be the smartest, the prettiest, the most talented. I’ve always had the world watching me, expecting me to do miraculous things. I’ve lived in a golden cage for my entire life, my life’s destiny written by a dusty tome that I myself scarcely believe in.”

      I hold my hand out in front of me, the beast on my palm plain in the last vestiges of moonlight. She regards it warily. “What’s your name?” I ask again.

      After a long pause, she finally answers. “Jessica.”

      “Zeb,” I reply.

      Her eyes dart to the crowd of people below – hundreds of them, their hushed, fearful whispers suspended in the frigid air. This is the night their parents and their parents’ parents have been talking about; the moment they’ve been waiting on for their entire, miserable existence. They are the chosen generation, marked by the Creator himself to bear witness to a defining moment in human history. When my blood spills upon the soil, they believe sickness will be eliminated, hunger eradicated, pain exterminated. All of the sorrows and misfortunes of their time will be stamped out – according to a legend that’s older than time itself.

      “Chosen Ones can’t fail… Who would love me if the whole world turned its back on me?” Jessica asks, biting her lip. “What would I do? Who would I be if I wasn’t the Messiah?”

      I shrug, a crooked smile lifting one corner of my mouth. “Come with me. Be free. Be whoever you want to be. Destiny will chase us but maybe together we can outrun it.”

      Her sword is half-lowered as she stares at me, her tear-filled eyes glinting as the blood moon begins to darken to black. The light has all but disappeared from the hilltop. Silence stretches between us, palpable and heavy and full of endless possibilities.

      Still clasping her sword in one hand, she reaches forward with the other to take mine. “At the end of the seventh cycle of the fifth age, Good and Evil will meet beneath the Crimson Moon,” she whispers, reciting the scrolls from memory.

      As our hands clasp, inky blackness begins to envelope the crimson moon above. Jessica’s lovely face is obscured by darkness.

      “Now what?” I whisper.

      I hear her sword clatter to the ground as her mouth rushes forward to meet mine.

      …I jest, of course. That ending would have been too close to a happy one – and as I’ve already forewarned you, this was never going to be a happy tale. This is what really happens:

      “Now what?” I whisper.

      As a tiny fingernail crescent of moon begins to emerge from the earth’s bloody shadow, she abruptly pulls her hand from mine. I see the faintest outline of her sword as she once more raises it, this time drawing it with her two hands beside her ear, the blade parallel to the ground, its gleaming point aimed in my direction. The moonlit edges of her face are tight with determination.

      “If I’m not the hero, I’m a nobody,” she whispers. “And I can’t be a nobody. I just can’t. …I’m sorry.”

      It’s okay. This was always how it was supposed to end.

      She lets out a strangled cry as she takes a running leap, thrusting the sword towards my exposed chest. (Yes, I know – chainmail would have been better than a lace-up tunic. But here we are.) As I clench my eyes shut and brace myself for the cold, unyielding steel coming straight for me, time appears to stand still. A breath feels like ten; a second has stretched far longer than it should. Though I know I shouldn’t, I squint one eye open, and then the other. A ragged gasp escapes my parched lips.

      The girl is gone.

      Whipping around, I frantically search for her in the faint light of the reemerging moon, even craning my neck upwards to regard the branches above. Save for Philos, the branches are empty, their leaves completely still.

      A strange sound – the clattering of rocks – is the only indication of her whereabouts. But the sound is not coming from beside or above me. It’s coming from below – from the other side of the hill, where an enduring absence of sunlight and a steep incline have given way to sharp rocks and small, spindly pines that jut out from large boulders at odd angles. I rush to the edge of the precipice just in time to hear a sickening thud.

      Straining to see in the darkness, I can barely make out her black cloak, splayed across the rocks like a vial of spilled ink. As the diffuse light from the moon faintly illuminates her golden curls, it occurs to me that the angle of her neck is wrong. Very, very wrong. Horrified, I turn around to look over my shoulder; a large root, one that I am quite certain did not exist before, is upraised from the ground where we had stood mere moments ago.

      “Jessica!” I hiss into the darkness. “Jessica!” But even as I call her name, I know it’s futile.

      The Chosen One is dead.

      Cold sweat is beading across my forehead. Death and decay follow me everywhere I go.

      On the other side of the hill, I can hear the growing murmurs. The crescent moon is once more illuminating the hilltop, drawing attention to the place where my innards should be spilled across the summit. The place the Savior should be, raising her blood-soaked sword in triumph. The glow of the torches is growing brighter. The villagers are coming.

      I look around frantically, my mind a muddled labyrinth of half-formed ideas and nonsensical thoughts. I could hide. I could tell them she tripped. I could lie and say the Evil One abruptly killed her and left, leaving me, an innocent witness, to share the news of his terrible triumph.

      I wait for the voice in my head to shout at me, to command me to flee, to fight, to kill. But he’s deathly quiet now.

      The murmurs of the crowd are intensifying. It won’t be long before they crest the hilltop, only to find me, their sworn enemy, standing where their Savior ought to be. My chest is rising and falling too fast to catch a breath; my heartbeat is crashing in my ears.

      The Chosen One is dead.

      Amid the sounds of commotion coming my way, I hear a lone chant rise above the others, gathering strength as more and more voices join in: “…Good and Evil will meet beneath the Crimson Moon for the ultimate time…”

      I can scarcely hear them over the sound of my own, ragged breaths. Perhaps I could tell them the truth – That I never wanted this, I never meant to hurt anyone—

      The voices continue to rise in a terrifying crescendo: “In the end, goodness and order shall prevail!”

      A realization hits me like a stone wall: They’ll never believe me. Hell, I hardly believe me.

      The first torches emerge, illuminating the hilltop with ominous, orange light. A dozen eyes look around anxiously, expecting to find their triumphant, golden-haired hero. Instead, they find me. The initial screams are muted at first, as trembling hands clap across gaping, horrified faces. A gaggle of white-robed priests are the next to arrive, holding their beloved holy books aloft as they chant in a language I can’t understand. When they see me instead of her, their eyes flash with fire. With condemnation. With hate.

      My time is coming to a close.

      After all, I was born the villain; I shall forever be known as the villain; and for the rest of time, so long as tragedy and woe exist in this world, I shall remain the villain. A scapegoat, even in death. And no one will ever know the truth. Well, no one except for my dear Philos.

      A flutter of wings and the gentle pressure of talons digging into my shoulder brings me comfort in my final moments. Ah, Philos. How fitting for it to be a raven at my side at the very end, for you, too, have always been seen as a bad omen, a harbinger of death. But to me, you are simply my friend; in the round pools of your curious, obsidian eyes, I find no fear, no contempt. I thank you for that – and for the amicable company you’ve always provided. Tell the others I said farewell. I wish I could tell them myself, but you know how things go.

      Villains always get what’s coming to them.
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      “Who is to say who is the villain and who is the hero? Probably the dictionary.”

      – Joss Whedon
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      Avarax wiggled the stubby toes of this new experimental form, marveling at the sensation of mud squishing between them. How humans walked without collapsing in ecstasy was just one of the many questions he planned to answer today, along with an age-old conundrum: which tasted better, orc flesh or human skin?

      The dragonstone in his chest pulsated wildly as he looked up and scanned the fields. People hunched over, hands working in the swampy flats, pulling up weeds from neat rows of greenery. One of their voices had drawn him here from his lair thousands of miles away, yet now the sight of so many made his stomach rumble.  A veritable buffet, and one he could finally enjoy now that they weren’t so tiny that they’d barely register on his taste buds. He strode to join them, feet sinking into soft loam with each step.

      The cool breeze tickled his scaleless skin, sending it erupting in dozens of little bumps. A shiver ran up his spine. The sensation was more satisfying than the taste of humans… albeit, it had been several millennia since he’d actually eaten one.

      His eyes roved over them, looking for one as plump as the so-called princesses they used to offer him as tribute. Not a single one looked like more than a skin bag of bones.  All thin and lanky, with dry, lean muscle.

      His nose wrinkled. Whether it was the fertile soil or the people themselves, the stench smothered his appetite. His gullet twisted, threatening to rebel like the peasants he’d kept when he was a much younger dragon.

      Heads jerked up, no doubt easily, considering the small size of their brains.  Eyes widened at his approach. Several pointed at him and whispered among themselves, while others averted their eyes. No doubt, even in this puny form, he still projected majesty.

      One with a wrinkled face cleared its throat and pointed. “Put on some clothes!”

      Clothes? Avarax looked them over.  Of course, unlike him, they had wrappers. He’d seen many different kinds over the ages, from soft satin to steel rings. With soft flesh instead of scales, they apparently felt the need to cover themselves.  These here wore roughspun sacks, which might leave fibers between his teeth.

      “I said, put on your clothes!” It tilted its head at an impressive angle for a creature with so few neck bones. “Who are you, anyway?”

      Avarax squinted at the bushy white caterpillars above its eyes, which jiggled and slanted upwards. It was a new experience to see a human up close from this angle, even if his new vision wasn’t as sharp. He reached over and ran a finger over the bug. It prickled his fingers.

      The human’s hand shot up, covering the insect. “What, you’ve never seen eyebrows?”

      Avarax raked his gaze over all the people gawking at them.  They all had these so-called eyebrows, one above each eye. He brushed a hand over his own forehead. Apparently, he had them as well.

      “The poor thing.” A trilling voice called from behind the onlookers.

      It was a beautiful voice, and his dragonstone vibrated with it. The voice was what had originally drawn him to this place. Avarax craned his pitifully short neck to see who had spoken.

      An even thinner human pushed through the crowds, a bucket of water sloshing in the crook of its arm. Like the princesses from his youth, this one had mounds on its chest, albeit much smaller.

      Avarax patted his own chest. Finding only tiny, dark circular bumps, he looked at the newcomer.

      Its face was also rounder and smoother than the others gathered around, and surprisingly not as filthy. “This man must have travelled from down south. Look how dark he is. And his eyes are so round.”

      The others murmured and nodded.

      Avarax studied his arms, then looked at the others.  Indeed, his skin tone was the same hue as the bronze weapons humans had used before they’d learned how to work iron, whereas these people were more like the faded gold coins near the bottom of his treasure pile.  Of course, he’d modeled this form off the people who lived not far from his lair…who, in retrospect, had a darker complexion than these, and were certainly much darker than the sickly pale ones who’d once worshipped him as a god and offered him fat princesses.

      The wrinkly-faced human took off a layer of its clothes. With an outstretched arm and an upturned snout, it offered the swath of cloth.

      Avarax snatched it up and draped the fabric over his shoulders.

      “Your head is supposed to go there, not your arm.” The one with the pleasant voice giggled. It came forward and helped him adjust the rag.

      The rough threads chafed, sending exultant tingles all over his body. A dangling appendage between his legs stirred of its own accord. Unlike his arms and legs, which moved with ease, this one only twitched when he tried to control it. He looked up.

      The human’s face flushed an interesting shade of red. It stepped back, tone turning serious. “Uh, just wrap the shawl around your waist.”

      Avarax reached for one of the mounds on its chest. “I don’t have these.”

      “Pervert!” It screamed and slapped at his hand.

      The smack stung his sensitive flesh, a pleasant burn not unlike his breath.

      The others surged forward. The first one growled. “You can’t do that to a woman!”

      Man, woman. The words would explain the physical difference between human males and females. She was different from the others, who shared his current form. The appendage between his legs must be a proboscis used to mate. His thoughts strayed to the only other dragon left in the world, who lived not too far from here.

      His lips twitched of their own accord. Yes, if everything else felt so good, he’d have to experiment with mating while in human form. Still, without wings to flare or a long neck to lock and pop, the mating ritual would be impossible to initiate.

      He’d have to do it his own way, using his far superior intellect.  He pointed at her. “Let’s breed.”

      Her face scrunched up, forming nearly as many wrinkles as the first man. Her eyes widened.

      That was it! Their mating ritual. Avarax contorted his own face, then opened his eyes as far as they would go. Even then, the visual field was still so narrow. It was a wonder that primitive humans, when they’d first clawed their way out of the primordial soup, had survived predation from beasts higher on the food chain.

      All the men backed away, their expressions likewise contorting.

      Forehead forming furrows, she cocked her head.

      No doubt his overtures were working. Avarax imitated her movement, ensuring he tilted his neck at the same angle as hers.

      The furry caterpillars above her eyes—eyebrows—clashed together like a duel between two rams he’d once witnessed before a snack of scorched mutton chops. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Mocking?” Avarax sighed. For an inferior species, humans were far more complex than they seemed at first glance. Apparently, they were capable of a few more expressions than just fear and awe. “Of course not.  I just want to mate.”

      Her face managed to turn a darker shade of red, somewhat comparable to his normal scale color.  She backed away.

      The men closed in, forming a living barrier.

      They wouldn’t be living for long, if they defied him. With a wave of his hand, his dragon magic compelled the men to part like trees splintering beneath the gush of his wings. The woman stood at the end of the aisle, mouth agape in a typical human expression of fear.

      Grinning, Avarax took a step toward her. Even if the mating ritual had failed, it was nothing a little more magic couldn’t compel out of her.

      “You!  Back to work!” a guttural voice behind him barked.

      A loud snap cracked the air. Pain seared across his back. Exquisite agony, like that time, eons ago, when some fool knight had loosened one of his neck scales with a lance, and he’d had to pick it loose.  Running his hand over the scar on the side of his neck, he turned around.

      A stocky orc in skin-tight, fine mesh armor raised a whip. Its blunt features twisted on its round, turquoise face.

      Curse that limited visual field and the pitiful human nose and ears. Even in its heavy boots and metallic armor, it had approached undetected.

      The whip snapped down again.

      Avarax snatched it out of the air. The cord filaments stung his palm in a most gratifying way.

      The humans’ collective gasp was followed by silence.  Then they erupted in cheers.

      The orc’s mouth twisted in a snarl as it dug its boots into the ground and yanked on the whip.

      Avarax held firm. He started pulling back. At long last, here was a chance to see if orc tasted like wild boar.

      Retaining its hold on the whip, the orc reached for the weapon at its side.

      The humans cowered back.

      Avarax took a deep breath, sucking in the ambient energy around him. His dragonstone stirred. He released it with a single syllable of Shallow Magic. “Zzzzt!”

      The electrical discharge crackled down the whip. The orc’s body went rigid as sparks fizzled through it. It collapsed to the ground in a smoldering heap. The aroma of burning orc flesh, usually so enticing, nearly sent his weak little stomach into rebellion.

      Silence.

      Then murmurs.

      Behind him, the humans whispered among themselves.

      “Did you see that?”

      “Unbelievable!”

      “No, it’s just as the Elf Angel said.”

      Avarax looked back. “Elf Angel?”

      The wrinkled leader nodded. “He must have trained you in magic, just like he taught some of us.”

      Avarax’s nostrils flared, an interesting sensation given how small the human snout was. The insult! As though elves could teach a dragon anything, except maybe how to trick others into doing their dirty work for them. In any case, they’d all fled into hiding several millennia ago, after they’d lost the war with the orcs. If one was masquerading as an angel now… “Who is this Elf Angel?”

      The man searched his eyes.  He lowered his voice. “Aralas, of course. He’s preparing us for the rebellion against the orcs.”

      Who would’ve thought humans even cared about freedom? In his much younger years, they’d always been content to serve him. The orcs had kept them fed over the past dozen centuries, in exchange for them working the land. What more could they ask for? “Ara-who?”

      The leader leaned in. “Aralas. He’s been teaching us to evoke magic through artistic endeavor.  What is your people’s special affinity? You moved so fast, I would guess it was warrior magic. Then again, whatever you did to the Tivari looked like you channeled divine power, or sorcery.”

      The list of his talents was too long to relate in the hours left in the day. No matter, one thing was clear: the elves were up to their usual mischief, misleading humans about the nature of magic. Still, it might be fun to watch them try and rise up, only to be squashed under orc boots. The grin on his human face was coming more and more easily.

      “We need to hide the body.” The man pointed to the orc, who was now surrounded by other humans like ants scavenging a roach carcass.

      “Why don’t you do that.” It might be easy to vaporize the body, but it would be even more interesting to see if the humans could actually conceal the corpse without their masters finding out and exacting revenge.  And if they failed, well, the punishment might be enjoyable to watch as well.

      Now where was the female? No matter how satisfying it was to receive the adulation he deserved, he hadn’t forgotten about her, and her wondrous voice. Avarax searched among them.

      They were all males, and the pathetic scavengers that they were, they were now stripping the orc of its equipment. He spun one of them around. “Where’s the female?”

      “Mai?” Lines formed across the man’s forehead as he cocked his head, apparently wanting to initiate the human pre-mating dance.

      Other male dragons from Avarax’s youth had taken pleasure in each other. It hadn’t particularly appealed to him, but to each his own. He patted himself over and decided he wasn’t equipped for whatever this man wanted, anyway.  He waved him off.  “The female.”

      “Her name is Mai.”

      So they had actual names, even though Mai sounded strange. It might be a hard sound to make with his dragon mouth. “Yes, where did she go?”

      The leader turned and beckoned. In a low voice, he said, “I think she went to practice evoking magic through music.”

      “A Dragon Song?” Could humans even use such ritualistic magic? The only human sorcery he’d ever seen was long ago, from a so-called shaman, who’d tasted particularly good. Then again, it was this Mai’s voice which had drawn him to this place.  There was more to this female than just a chance to experience human mating. “Where is she practicing?”

      The leader shrugged. “She’d disappeared several months ago, and just came back. Her parents would know for sure.”

      Avarax looked up at the iridescent moon, never moving from its place in the heavens.  If one thing could be said about its appearance after the orcs established their dominance over this world, it made telling time and direction convenient, for those who really cared about time in terms of hours.  Now it waxed to its fourth crescent, indicating only a couple of hours before sundown. She’d be back around this time tomorrow, and so would he.  He started to turn around.

      “Wait,” the leader said. “Please.  We would be honored if you join us for dinner, meager as it may be, to learn what the other tribes are doing to resist the Tivari.”

      Dinner. What had started out as a quest to retry human flesh, and taste orc for the first time, had now become a chance to experience new flavors.  If odors and tactile feelings created such ecstasy, there was no telling what human food would taste like.  Eating with them might also present the opportunity to see this Mai again.
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      The wondrous sensations of walking on two feet soon became quite tedious on the arduous trek through the fields toward the humans’ village. His human ears, though much weaker than his dragon ears, ached from the incessant buzzing of humans pestering him with inane questions about this hopeless rebellion.

      In all his previous interactions with their miserable race, their sounds had been limited to screams, and the occasional pleading for life. Who knew they talked so much?

      He turned to the leader. “Is it much farther now?”

      The old man tilted his head, in what was hopefully not part of a mating ritual. “We’ve only walked twenty feet. Considering how far you’ve travelled from your homeland…”

      Avarax snorted. He’d teleported to the edge of the field, after feeling the ripple from Mai’s voice in the soundwaves from afar.  “Yes,” he answered, “but you can imagine how much these hackles hurt after such a long distance.”

      The man pointed to a ramshackle collection of straw huts. More of the vermin scurried about, including what looked to be two or three litters of human hatchlings. Dirt was smudged across their faces, and their disheveled hair looked as if birds had nested in their heads.

      Avarax shuddered. If his human form were as vulnerable to disease as theirs, there was no telling what digestive distress he’d suffer from eating with them, let alone eating one of them. “Will Mai be there?”

      “She’s probably still training. I can introduce you to her parents.” The man winked. “You can ask them for her hand.”

      “Her hand?” It might be delicious, but it wasn’t what he wanted. Not now. His proboscis stirred again.

      “Yes,” the man said. “Just think, all you’ll need is their permission, and not the Tivari, once we overthrow them.”

      As if they had a chance. This Elf Angel Aralas was setting up the villagers to be massacred. Avarax shook his head, catching sight of more humans with mounds on their chests. Perhaps he didn’t have to wait for this Mai to experience mating.

      The scent of something roasting yanked his head in the opposite direction. The sensation of walking might have grown wearisome, but now, this smell beckoned. He pushed ahead of the humans, following his nose through the sprawl of hovels.  In what looked to be the center of the village, several dozen males lined up at cauldrons.

      “Make way, make way,” the elder yelled. “We have a distinguished guest. He killed Cleric Pyuz.”

      A silence fell over the crowd. Fists in palms, they bowed.

      The strange little hairs on the back of his short neck stood on end. The dragonstone in his chest pulsed.  Ah, the adulation!

      “Please, sit.” The leader guided him with an open hand to a fallen log, where a few other men sat.  They all beamed as they made space. Others bowed low as he passed. One draped more coarse cloth over his shoulders, while another offered him two long sticks.

      A female, with white hair and a chest that looked more like a rockslide than mounds, ladled out colorful chunks from the cauldrons and into a wooden bowl. She spooned a glob of white onto another dish. Head bobbing so fast that it was a wonder it didn’t fall off, she approached.  She bowed low and proffered the two bowls. “It isn’t much, but we are honored to have you here.”

      Taking the dishes, Avarax studied the contents. One looked like a hill of maggots, all stuck together, and smelled nearly as sweet. The other had orange, yellow, and white cubes. Like the white stuff, the most succulent scent wafted from them. “What is this?”

      “Rice. Stew. We eat the same thing almost every day. I’m sorry if it’s bland, but—”

      The aroma was too enticing. Avarax lifted the bowl of rice to his mouth and sunk his teeth in. The sweetness tickled his tongue with warmth and tender moistness. It was far better than blackened human flesh, or at least, his memory of it. His eyes rolled back in his head as buzzing filled his brain. “I’ve never tasted anything so delicious.”

      Some of the females looked on him with adoring eyes. When they whispered among themselves, though, none of their voices sounded as pleasant as Mai’s.

      “There’s no need to be polite.” The leader waved his hand back and forth. “This is probably quite tasteless compared to—”

      Avarax poured the cubes into his mouth. Too large to swallow, they yielded even to his blunt human teeth. Each chew caressed his mouth and tongue with fireworks of different flavors.

      The elder coughed.

      Soup dribbling from the side of his feeble human jaws, Avarax turned.

      Around him, the people gazed at him with expressions of wonderment. The elder held up the sticks, with some of the white stuff pincered between it. “We eat with chopsticks.”

      The women covered their mouths and giggled, yet it looked like they all wanted to engage in the mating dance. It would be easy, but not nearly as rewarding as if he saved his human virginity for Mai.

      He looked down at the chopsticks. Try as he might, they refused to obey his command.  Curse the clumsy human fingers. No wonder these people were so skinny.

      “It’s all right. You must use different utensils.  We are just happy you enjoy it.”

      Avarax nodded. “It is delicious.” It really was. “What is the meat called?”

      “Chicken.”

      Chicken! They proliferated even more than humans, apparently. Avarax looked at the others, using their chopsticks so dexterously. Their portions were much smaller. A lesser being might’ve felt guilty, but he deserved to eat more.

      The elder’s irises roved back and forth. “Please, don’t hold back. You are our honored guest.”

      Avarax studied some of the human hatchlings. They looked at his food with expectant eyes, like his own littermates when Mother regurgitated a part-digested elephant for them. A pit formed in his stomach, and it didn’t quite feel like hunger.  He lowered the accursed chopsticks.

      The elder sighed. “We don’t have much.  The Tivari take most of it to the pyramid. They’ve told us for generations that it is an offering to our Creators, but Aralas taught us that it’s all a lie.”

      The orcs had duped humans into believing gods had created humans to serve them; now, this Aralas was replacing one lie with another. “Just what did he say?”

      The leader raised that fuzzy eyebrow. “He didn’t tell your people?”

      Avarax let his gaze bore into the man, snuffing out all suspicions with Dragon Magic. “No. Tell me.”

      The elder’s eyes glossed over.  A smile formed on his face. “Yang-Di, Lord of the Sun, created humans as a gift to his consort, Guanyin.  They watched over us and protected us, until the Year of the Second Sun, when Yanluo blinded us from the truth of Their Love. We turned from Them and were conquered by the Tivari.  Yet Their love for us endured.” He pointed to the iridescent moon. “They left their son, Moshen, to keep watch, waiting for when we were ready to repent.”

      Avarax almost choked up his food trying to keep from laughing. It sounded like the humans were trading in one master for another. In a choice between elves or orcs, at least the orcs would make sure the humans didn’t starve.

      Shouts and screams, mixed with guttural barks, erupted from the edge of the village. A hush settled over the cooking area as everyone around him set their bowls and chopsticks down and exchanged glances.

      “Tivari Templars!” someone yelled in the distance.

      The leader’s eyes bulged like someone had wrapped their claws around his neck.  He jumped to his feet and grabbed Avarax’s hand. “We need to hide you. They’ll kill you.”

      As if they could. “Why?”

      “Do they let you to visit other villages where you come from?  We’re not allowed.”

      Who knew? Avarax shrugged, the motion rather easy with human shoulders. “Don’t worry.”

      The ranks of orcs closed in, herding men, women, and whelps alike, toward the center of the village. The people murmured. Several of the females sniffled.

      Avarax counted twenty orcs. The villagers outnumbered them ten-to-one, yet cowered as if they faced a dragonling. With such cowardice, how were they ever going to rise up?

      One of the orcs stepped forward, the sheen of its mesh armor sparkling in the firelight. When it spoke, its accent snarled like a pack of angry dire wolves. “Line up. Where is Cleric Pyuz?”

      The human elder motioned Avarax to the back row of humans before he stepped forward. He dropped to his knees, pressed his forehead to the ground, and then looked up. “Master, Cleric Pyuz said he was going to the next village over. We didn’t dare question him.”

      Avarax chuckled. Not a bad answer for an old man, but no doubt, the orcs knew—

      The orc commander held up a crystal sphere with swirling lights. “Liar. He is somewhere around here.”

      The elder’s voice cracked. “I swear, we haven’t seen him.”

      “If you don’t tell us what happened, we will slaughter all of you.”

      Avarax shuffled on his feet. While it might be fun to watch the orcs in action, it risked him losing Mai.

      “Let us first offer our harvest to the gods, so that they may look favorably upon us in the afterlife.” The elder banged his head against the ground several times.

      Stalling for time. The old man could think on his feet.  Or on his knees, as the case may be.

      The orc commander snarled. “Kill them all, on my command.”

      His underlings drew their weapons.

      The humans sank to their knees. Crying mothers shielded whimpering children.

      All the groveling left Avarax the only one standing. All orc eyes fell on him.

      “Impertinent!” The commander stomped forward, its boots clopping on the hard-packed dirt. Yanking a serrated combat knife from its sheath, it grabbed Avarax by the shoulder and drove the blade towards his gut.

      The metal snapped on his skin.

      The orc stared at its shattered blade, gawking. Everyone fell silent. Some of his underlings even lowered their weapons.

      A grin came unbidden to Avarax’s lips. He reached out with his hand and crushed the orc’s windpipe.  Eyes bulging, it clawed at his neck and gasped for air. Then it crumpled to the ground.

      The rest of the orcs exchanged surprised looks before locking eyes on him and leveling their weapons.

      “Azkoth grz lokin zzt!” Avarax uttered. Energy surged from the ground and through his legs. It mingled with the dragonstone in his core and coursed through his arms. He extended his fingers. Bolts of lightning arced out, lancing through the line of orcs. They collapsed, frail bodies caught in fits of seizures. It might’ve been satisfying, had it not been so easy.

      One by one, the humans lifted their heads, looking first at the dying orcs and then at Avarax. Excited chatter erupted all at once.

      “With power like that, we will overthrow the orcs!”

      “He might be as powerful as Aralas!”

      As if an elf could even begin to match his power.

      Many approached and bowed low.

      The village elder guided an old man and woman over. “Master, Mai’s parents wanted to meet you.”

      Fists in palms, the two bowed low. When they raised their heads, the father said, “Master, you have saved the village. We would be honored if you married our daughter.”

      As long as whatever married entailed included mating, it didn’t sound bad. Avarax grinned. “I want to see her now.”

      The mother shook her head. “I’m sorry, Master, but the Elf Angel took her to the pyramid to train.”

      Avarax frowned, finding it required several more muscles than a smile. “Which pyramid?”

      The father cocked his head, in what was decidedly not a mating ritual. “Is there more than one?”

      Stupid rubes, of course they wouldn’t know about the other ones all over the world. Which meant Mai must’ve gone to the nearest one. Avarax’s forehead bunched up of its own accord. Getting to the pyramid would be easy, but the other dragon lived very close to there. There was also an elf of some power, as well as Mai herself, whose voice resonated with his dragonstone. Certainly he could overcome them all, but it risked an injury; perhaps a chipped claw. “So she will be back tomorrow?”

      The mother bowed her head. “She said she would be back in a quarter of the White Moon.”

      A week. Not much time at all.
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      Having lived nearly fifty millennia, Avarax sometimes spent centuries asleep. The passing of decades felt like a blink of an eye as the years zipped by. Yet, waiting for Mai’s return to her village, just a single quarter cycle of the White Moon seemed to last a tortuous eternity.

      In that time, he’d teleported the length and breadth of Tivaralan, mingling with humans to find out how far discontent with orc rule spread. True to what the village elder had said, the Elf Angel Aralas had travelled far and sown seeds of insurrection among all the tribes of mankind. For their part, the orcs mistook them for isolated uprisings, and not a widespread rebellion about to boil over.

      In his journeys, Avarax had encountered many females of different skin coloring and hair, most who would’ve willingly mated with him. Makeda, with thick black hair and skin as dark as the bitter beverage her people drank, had the makings of a halfway decent sorceress. Olive-skinned Tatiana could reasonably see the future, even if she couldn’t tell she was talking to a dragon in man’s clothing. With swords as bronze as her complexion, Vanya fought with unrivaled speed and precision…for a human. Rust-toned Willow Beauty commanded the animals and forces of nature nearly as well as a juvenile dragon.

      Still, none had connected with his heart like Mai’s voice had. He saved his human virginity for his inexorable reunion with her. The torture of waiting would make it all the sweeter. Perhaps as sweet as a wild boar roasted in apples.

      At long last, the day arrived. Avarax scanned his treasure pile, searching for the perfect outfit to wear. The villagers thought he was a magician, but the wizard’s hat in his collection was blood-stained. Instead, he settled on the ceremonial gold cuirass, which had belonged to a so-called prince. A quick, hour-long look in a gilded mirror let him know just how handsome he looked. Yes, the human body he’d created couldn’t help but be perfect and dashing—a reflection of his normal form, one which he found he didn’t really miss.

      Pulses rippled through the world’s energy fields, harmonizing with his dragonstone, and yanking his attention from the mirror. Her voice, calling to him over thousands of miles.  At long last. A shiver ran up his spine. With a word of magic, he slipped through the ethers.

      He rematerialized at the edge of her village.

      In the middle of a couple hundred stampeding orc soldiers.

      Fleeing.

      Source unseen, Mai’s voice carried like a raging storm over the staccato clop of orc boots.  Mingling with the strums of some stringed instrument, her notes rose and fell, like ocean waves.  The melody reverberated in his dragonstone, sending vibrations through his skinny arms and legs and turning them to jelly. Escape, the song whispered to some primal urge, like the hatchling’s instinct to avoid its father, lest it be devoured.

      It took all of Avarax’s willpower to slog through the magic toward the village, brushing off any orc which might’ve careened into him. The closer to the huts he came, the louder her voice sounded as it reached crescendo. It was amazing to think someone so small could evoke music with such intensity, rivaling that of a young dragon.

      Avarax worked his way through the hovels to the center of the village. Like cornered vermin, the humans cowered behind the cauldrons and log benches. Yet standing at their head, Mai stood with a straight posture and squared shoulders—the perfect stance for channeling a Dragon Song. In her arms, she cradled a pear-shaped string instrument with a fretted neck.

      His dragonstone raced. His human hands and feet quivered.

      Certainly it wasn’t the Dragon Song affecting him. It was Mai herself.

      Though plain and lanky compared to the voluptuous beauties he’d met over the preceding weeks, she looked more vibrant than the first time he’d seen her. Dirt gone, her face glowed, while wind tousled her hair.

      Her large eyes widened as they met his, and her music came to an abrupt stop. Never breaking her gaze, she staggered back several steps. Her parents stood from the huddling mass of cowards and came up beside her.

      “It’s okay,” the father said. “He’s the one who destroyed the Templars.”

      Mai turned to him, eyes never leaving Avarax. “That’s probably why the Tivari came back today, to investigate. Revealing my power just now may have taken away the element of surprise. Without that, the rebellion doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “I will protect you,” Avarax said. If the orcs dared to assail his lair, dared to harm Mai, he’d immolate each and every one of their outposts.

      She shook her head. “This isn’t about my safety, it’s about the future of humanity. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “The Tivari!” someone shouted.

      “They are regrouping,” said another, voice trembling.

      The humans’ collective wail would make a banshee hang her head in shame. The clop of orc boots marching in unison grew louder.

      Mai’s hands tightened around her instrument. “I stopped the song too soon. It won’t work as well the next time!”

      Avarax reached toward her. “Come with me.  I will save you.”

      “I can’t let my friends and family die.” Her eyes pleaded. “You can save all of us. Show them your true form.”

      True form…she knew.  But how? No matter. “If I do this, will you come with me?”

      Mai fiddled with a loose lock of hair. Her eyes strayed past him, to where the orcs must be approaching, and then around them, where the pitiful humans scattered like a disturbed nest of cattle.

      At last, she took a deep breath and bowed low.  “Yes. Please.”

      “Tzrf,” he uttered. His human form morphed, the gold cuirass popping open as he grew. His size swelled as arms bent into forelegs and wings sprouted. Hands and fingers curled into talons, while his tail sprouted, thickened, and elongated.

      Humans and orcs froze in place, gawking and screaming as dragonfear took over.  They shrunk in relation to his expanding size. In just a few seconds, he straddled the entire village and surrounding fields.  Now the bipedals weren’t much taller than the length of his shortest tooth.

      Avarax sucked in a breath. The oxygen ignited around his dragonstone. His roar rocked the earth and sent a fireblast into the midst of the orc troops. They didn’t have a chance to scream before being reduced to charred corpses. A lucky few who happened to be on the edge of the flames crunched under his forefoot.

      In two steps, he cleared the village and turned around. His dragon eyes, so much keener than his human ones, picked out Mai from the simpering mass of humans.  He reached over and plucked the musical instrument out of her arms with the tip of one of his talons, and flicked it away.

      “No!” she screamed. “That was a gift from Aralas.”

      She wouldn’t need some silly elf toy where they were going.  He swept her up in his claws. She easily fit inside the pocket of his palm, which would protect her from the thin air and biting cold of high altitudes.

      He coiled his hind legs and vaulted skyward. Spreading his wings, he flapped a few times. Down below, the gust from his wings kicked up dirt and knocked people off their feet. Over the mountains they flew, the cool air caressing his scales.  After a week in human form, it felt good to be a dragon again.

      Mai squirmed around in his foreclaws for much of the flight, on one occasion poking her head out from between two of his fingers.  It almost tickled, enough that he considered teleporting them the rest of the way.

      He thought the better of it. Very few humans had ever flown, and survived to talk about it. Finally, she crouched down into his palm and enjoyed the unique experience.

      Clearing the mountains, he sped over the plains of Vanya’s bronze-skinned humans until they at last came to his mountaintop lair.  His dragonstone pulsated faster now, as he descended in slow circles.  Soon, very soon, they’d be locked in a passionate embrace.  No doubt he’d relish in what would be a virgin human male’s time-consuming climb to mating bliss.

      He shot out his wings to slow their descent, and landed on the platform he’d carved from the mountainside. Holding Mai close to his chest, he crawled into the darkness, which her weak human eyes couldn’t penetrate. Her heart jittered in concert with his dragonstone, echoing the resonance of istrium radiation from deep within the mountain.

      He opened his foreclaw and she tumbled out onto the rest of his treasures. It was amusing to watch her pat blindly around the floor, hands probing the gold. Perhaps he’d one day teach her to feel how gold magnified istrium vibrations and fueled a dragon’s growth and power. Perhaps such skill was beyond a human’s puny intellect.

      “Trszk,” he said, drawing on Shallow Magic. The cavern flared into brightness.

      Her mouth gaped as her head swept over his collection, sparkling in the magic light.  She gasped.

      A grin came unbidden to his face. He gazed into her eyes. She might not be beautiful compared to some of the humans he’d met over the past week, but her naiveté was so adorable.

      She stumbled back several steps, clinking as she fell into a pile of coins and sent them scattering. Her breaths came out short and ragged.

      He laughed. No doubt, the magnificence of his true form aroused her. No matter how complex humans thought they were, they were still governed by their base instincts. It was time to exploit that. “Strip.”

      Propping herself up on her elbow, Mai pulled the sack tighter about her thin shoulders. If she were trying to entice him with her female bumps and mounds, it wasn’t working: it only brought out the hard edges of her bones. In any case, she clearly didn’t understand that it wasn’t physical attraction that made her so alluring.

      He’d have to help her understand.  He extended a talon—of course, it was as large as her, and in any case, no matter how glorious his dragon body must have been in her eyes, it wasn’t equipped for the task at hand.

      “Frzt,” he uttered. The amplified istrium radiation coursed through him. His beautiful form shrunk.  His splendid wings shriveled and hardened into shoulder blades, and his chiseled haunches contorted into hips and legs, while his muscular forelegs transformed into lanky arms.

      Once complete, he looked down at her. Way down. Something was wrong; he was still twice her height, even on two legs. He studied his hands and feet, only to find them still red-scaled and shaped like his usual claws, only smaller.

      In his still-wide angled visual field, he caught his reflection in a gilded mirror. Though bipedal, he stood in dragonoid form, with crimson serpentine scales, and gleaming horns extending from his handsome dragon face. His tail protruded from his rear, ending in a spaded tip. Apparently, he hadn’t quite mastered the transformation into a human body yet.

      He cursed to himself. He wouldn’t be able to test his human virility just yet, not with his mating proboscis coiled up inside him.  She would be disappointed. He snuck a quick glance at her, still lying on her side with the rest of his treasures.

      Indeed, her body trembled with need, eyes glassing over in arousal.

      He had to satisfy her now.  He reached out with his tail and wrapped it around her ankle.  A quick tug brought her closer. Reaching out with a claw, taking care not to cut her with the tips, he grasped her wrists and helped her to her feet.

      Her breathing came heavier.  He brought his face close to hers, to initiate the ridiculous face sucking he’d seen humans of all cultures do as part of their pre-mating ritual. Her heart beat faster, their vibrations resonating with his dragonstone.  They were made for one another.  A human and a dragon.

      It was time to complete his transformation into human form, to give her what she wanted. “Frzt,” he muttered.

      Nothing happened.

      The connection between her heart and his dragonstone interfered with his link to the ambient istrium radiation.  It was amazing how she, a human, could affect him.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She wanted him, yet it didn’t seem appropriate, or even possible, to consummate that desire in this form.

      He grinned. Perhaps like the rest of her kind, she reveled in serving a master. “You will entertain me.”

      The sweat on her brow brought out the redness of her cheeks. Perhaps she found the lair too hot. He extended a talon to the neckline of her sack and drew it down, ever so slowly, so as not to cut her. The roughspun fibers yielded.

      “Let me sing to you.” Her voice, trilling with power, called to his dragonstone.

      It had been so long since she’d spoken, he’d almost forgotten what her glorious voice sounded like. That connection, even in his current dragonoid form, sent waves of ecstasy up his spine.  No telling what a song could do.  “Sing?”

      She nodded with such enthusiasm, her head might wobble off.  “A song like you’ve never heard before.”

      Her voice was already like none he’d ever heard. The way it linked to his dragonstone, it could probably amplify his power even more than a year of sleep among his treasure hoard would.

      As soon as he released her arms, she grasped the cut down her neckline and pulled the edges together.  Perhaps her throat needed to be warm in order to sing. Eyes never leaving his, she shuffled on her feet.

      “Well?”

      Tears of joy filled her eyes. She must be ready to perform for him, to share the beauty of her voice. Blinking away the tears, she sank to her knees and pressed her forehead to the ground. “Glorious Avarax, you honor me by hearing my song.”

      Yes, yes, of course.  Now if only she would get on with it. His body tingled from tail to horns, needing her voice.  Just as his dragonstone belonged to her, he could use the connection between them, even more easily than with other lesser beings.  “Rise,” he commanded with a Dragon Song.

      Compelled, she rose to her feet.  Still, she was stalling, dangling the bait of her song in front of him like a bloody cow carcass. His dragonstone buzzed like a comet strike shaking the ground.  Each claw trembled in anticipation.

      Then she raised her voice in song. Dozens of notes lifted in rapid succession, like raging air currents in a typhoon. It was amazing to think the human mouth could produce such a combination of chords.  His dragonstone wobbled, and his legs with it.

      Then it slowed. His eyelids weighed down, growing heavier with the lull in speed. A nap would be perfect now.  Except then he would have to wait longer to lose his human virginity.  He forced his eyes open.

      The tenor of her voice deepened, promising sweet bliss. His tongue shot out over his teeth, nearly cutting on their sharp edges, rousing him from drowsiness.

      She closed her eyes, even as his strength built. Her voice connected to his dragonstone even more than istrium radiation. His very essence shivered at the sheer power.

      Then the music switched. No longer a torrent, it eased into calm, like a breeze above the ocean. It spoke of…love? Humans he’d observed in the last weeks spoke of it, but it seemed foreign, strange. Yet now, perhaps it made sense.  In this moment, he would do anything for Mai.

      His eyelids sagged. His shoulders slumped. With one last flutter of his eyes, his knees buckled.
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      Waking up without wings perplexed Avarax even more than the purple light that flashed at the entrance to his cave. The glimmer danced among the precious metals and gemstones, which towered above his uncharacteristically small size. A rumble shook the cavern walls, punctuating his rude awakening.

      It had been a pleasant nap. Now someone would die for disturbing him.

      He looked among his horde, searching for his most valued treasure.

      Mai was gone.

      Her scent lingered, but in impossibly minute traces.

      He thought back.  Her voice had resonated with the universe, harmonizing with the vibrations of his own life force. Its vibrant tempo, like the torrent of river rapids, had lulled to the dripping of a melting icicle. Heavier and heavier…

      Mai must have sung him to sleep!

      Surely it couldn’t have been intentional.  She loved him.

      He wrapped his consciousness around the dragonstone in his core, the almost-infinite source of energy all dragons had. Its pulsations meandered lazily, like a winter stream before the spring melt. It couldn’t have been an accident. She’d tricked him.

      He’d track her down and demand an explanation. Uttering a word of magic, his bipedal form morphed. His size swelled as arms bent into forelegs and wings sprouted. Hands and fingers became talons, while his tail thickened and elongated.

      Ah, it felt great to be a dragon again! He stretched his limbs and spine to work out tight muscles. Sufficiently limbered up, he snaked towards the cave opening to investigate. Night hung over the land, cloaking the world in darkness.

      Another flash lit up the sky. He tracked it to its source, hundreds of miles to the southwest. A column of purple fire streaked down from the heavens, annihilating stretches of a sprawling port city of domes and minarets.

      A city that had not been there when he went to sleep.

      How long had he slumbered? Shrugging his shoulders a few times, Avarax loosened his wings. His claws tore into rock as he coiled his hind legs and then vaulted skyward.

      Flight! The cool night air streaked over his wings. The last time he’d flown, he had held Mai in his claws.  Why had she betrayed him?

      Higher and higher he flew, reacquainting himself with a land drastically different from the one he remembered.

      Cities and towns: hundreds of them within his far-reaching sight, oases in wide expanses of farmland. Not ghastly Tivari orc outposts, glaring out from the mountains, nor even the graceful spires of elven citadels melding with their surrounding forests. But rather, the centers of human populations he had seen as a younger dragon, from when their civilizations had grown from nothing more than a collection of mud huts to stone towers and castles.

      They must have overthrown their Tivari masters while he slept. Like all bottom feeders, humans had a way of proliferating when left unfettered.

      His dragonstone sank. There was no way they could’ve expanded so fast within Mai’s lifetime.  Given how little of her song echoed in the pulse of the world, hundreds of years must have passed. The one whose voice connected with him more than any other must be long dead and withered to dust.

      He’d search out her descendants and demand answers. He’d wreak vengeance, if it was so deserved.

      Still far in the distance, another blast of energy pulsed down on the city, obliterating the levees restraining the Western Ocean. An inexorable tide crawled across the low-lying lands and swallowed up towns and villages.

      Hell rained down from the heavens—destruction and suffering. Humans deserved as much. Avarax laughed, belching blue sparks from his snout. He started towards the source of the blasts to get a better look, maybe to start searching for Mai’s descendants, but then stopped mid-air. With his energy pent up, and with no telling what threats could have arisen while he slept, he’d need to regenerate. Investigating the devastation would have to wait.

      Veering northward, he streaked towards Celastya’s lair. Even if he could only draw on a trickle of energy, he was more than a match for her. He would rip her open and swallow her Flaming Pearl. The thought had crossed his mind over the millennia, but instead he had regularly mated with her and eaten her clutch of eggs to gradually increase his potential power. He didn’t have the luxury of time now.

      Ignoring the sporadic flickers of purple in the skies behind him, Avarax scanned the landscape below. The plains first rose into rolling hills before vaulting higher into mountain crags. Nestled in a valley, Teardrop Lake glimmered a pale blue, even in the dark of night. The light from the three moons gamboled in its ripples, the reflections dancing across Celastya’s hidden cave entrance.

      He hovered by the opening. Stronger or not, it would be foolish to fight her in her own lair. He would have to coax her out. His voice echoed across the valley, shaking the mountains. “Celastya, out with you! It is time to mate again.”

      If only he’d had a chance to mate with Mai.

      Shaking the thought out of his head, Avarax listened.  Celastya was inside. He could hear her shrink back, smell her fear. He would roast her alive and pick through her charred remains for her Pearl. He took in a deep breath and belched into the cave.

      Only a few sparks fizzled out—enough to incinerate a human, but only a tickle to a dragon. His frustrated wail sent the mountains shivering. He clawed at the cave mouth, ripping rock away.

      A burst of reds and oranges erupted high in the heavens, just above the iridescent moon. A roar tumbled across the lands, the shockwave pushing him back from the cave.

      Celastya darted out. She glanced at him with her luminous blue eyes. Her wingless, slithering form undulated past as she levitated close to the ground. Light from the White Moon sparkled off of her silvery scales before dark clouds billowing out from Mount Ayudra blotted out their sheen.

      Avarax gave chase, the gusts from his wings splintering trees below. He barreled into Celastya, sending her careening into the loathsome Tivari pyramid still standing by the shores of the lake.

      Its stones cracked as she rebounded off the walls. He drove his claws toward her, but she darted away, and he ripped into the pyramid’s stonework instead. His talons lodged into something deep in the rock, sending a searing shock through his body. Curse the Tivari for ever building the vile structures!

      Avarax tore his claws free and resumed his pursuit. Celastya flew over the mountains and towards the shore, and then skimmed the ocean as she streaked towards Jade Island.

      The fool thought she could channel the island’s latent energy. Of course, he could, too. Perhaps it would energize his dragonstone, reinvigorate it a little more.

      Mountains along the closed end of the horseshoe-shaped island shielded a port town at the head of the bay. A smooth metal arch, engraved with runes of elf magic, spanned the mouth of the harbor. The arch hadn’t been there before, but now Celastya coiled herself around it.

      As he approached, she unwrapped herself, moving free just in time to avoid a swipe from his foreclaw. With a graceful spin, Celastya twisted around him and tangled up his wings. The air dropped out from beneath them. Wind roared past as the ground rushed up to meet their tumbling bodies.

      They crashed into the shore with a jolt that shook the island, and her strangling grasp around him eased. She seized his forelegs in her own claws, but Avarax was still much stronger. He raked a talon across her neck. Bright blue blood spurted out. They struggled for dozens of minutes, toppling statues and buildings as they thrashed around.

      “Avarax!” A bold voice called his name, and he turned to see a puny elf. He radiated power far out of proportion to his size. Far greater than any other elf.  Maybe he was related to the supposed Elf Angel who’d taught Mai; or, given the elves’ long lives, one and the same.

      Though smaller than one of Avarax’s fangs, the golden-haired elf dared to lock gazes with him. He began to chant. The vibrations of his voice, similar yet different to that of the slave girl from before, rolled over him.

      The power of the dragonstone lurched inside of him. A dull ache blossomed into searing pain as his bones broke and reformed. Hulking muscle shrank and impenetrable scales softened. His forelegs and claws withered into arms and hands, his hindquarters transmuting into legs.

      Several excruciating moments of transformation later, Avarax rose on wobbling humanoid legs, a scant head above the elf whom he’d dwarfed just minutes ago. He looked down at his naked, frail body.

      A human! The most pathetic of sentient beings. His skin tone was the same as when he’d met Mai.

      Avarax scoffed. This silly trick might buy them time, but he would pay them back tenfold. He uttered the words to restore his dragon form.

      Nothing happened.

      What? His morale melted away. Instead of a roar that would compel a mortal to obey, his voice merely shouted, “What have you done?”

      “Made you wish you had stayed asleep for another seven hundred years.” The elf whipped out a narrow longsword.

      Avarax felt its power, knew that it held a magic enchantment. His new tiny heart rattled against the narrow confines of his scrawny chest. Was it in fear? He hadn’t experienced that emotion in several millennia.

      He closed his eyes as the tip pushed into his chest. The blade made a divot into the thin flesh covering him. It didn’t even cut the skin.

      It barely tickled.

      A magical elvish blade should have stabbed through a human with ease. Avarax held the elf’s shocked gaze. In that second of silence, Avarax sensed the dragonstone inside of him. It pulsed as feebly as before, yet it still held all the potential energy of a dragon. He spoke a word of power, sending the elf hurtling back into the sand.

      He spun to see Celastya bearing down on him. He slammed his fist into her swiping claw. She recoiled and winced.

      Avarax laughed. Even in this pitiful form, he was still a dragon. He punched again.  He hit nothing but air.

      Celastya, the elf, and the horseshoe island were all gone, replaced by wind-driven snow on a mountain top. Ice sizzled and melted beneath his feet.

      Where had they gone?  Or rather, had they sent him?

      He evaluated his dragonstone. The elf’s ward dammed up its power. The trickle of vitality left wouldn’t sustain his dragon form, at least not for more than a few minutes.

      Condemned to be a human!

      No matter. Find opportunity in disaster, Mai’s tribe of black-haired, yellow-skinned humans said. Before him lay a new world infested by inferior beings. Even without his dragon form, his superior intellect would allow him to rule over such a weak-willed, borderline intelligent species.

      And when he did, he would find the slave girl’s bones and recreate her.
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      The Recorder walked along the underground tunnel with trepidation. Darkness crowded him; made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up; made his guts wrench with anxiety. More than once, he had almost turned back. What are you doing here? he berated himself.

      For the realm of the Dark Elves of Cly’ath Denori’Kilith Tu’an was not a place that non-drow entered willingly. Even the drow themselves thought twice about it.

      But the Recorder had a problem: an irresistible compulsion to sift the facts from the fabrications, to peel back the layers of myth-making, the exaggeration and the misrepresentation; to record for posterity, what really happened. That obsession had led him here.

      He began to pass the grey-skinned, white-haired citizens of this subterranean realm. They stared at him, no attempt to hide the malevolence from their expressions. Their eyes bored into his. Imagining ways to kill me, the Recorder decided. Pull my insides to the outside. Feed me to their monsters. Or maybe they’d keep me alive with their devilish magic and ensure I suffered for aeons.

      Then he came to the aspen wood door—almost white in colour, it shone in the darkness with a kind of luminosity.

      The Recorder raised a hand to knock.

      ‘You’re not going in there, are you?’

      The Recorder turned to see a dark elf staring at him with a horrified look.

      ‘Do you know who lives there?’ the dark elf demanded.

      ‘I believe this is the abode of the nefarious Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa, guilty of countless crimes during his time in Gal’azu, dread servant of Lilith the succubus.’

      ‘Then why, in Gehenna, are you about to request entry?’

      ‘I am here to interview him,’ the Recorder replied.
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      ‘Part of the reason I am here,’ the Recorder explained, ‘is to do with a series I am publishing, concerning the life of the three-headed ogre, Og-Grim-Dog.’

      Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa’s mouth twisted in disgust at the mention of the ogre. The Dark Elf stood by the fireplace of his private room, in which hot coals smouldered. The Recorder himself was seated at a writing desk, his quill, ink and parchment set before him. There was an unmistakeable power dynamic at play in the arrangement—the Recorder looking much like a schoolboy receiving a lesson from his authoritarian but brilliant teacher.

      ‘I have read these books,’ said the Dark Elf, making the word ‘books’ sound as welcome as dog faeces. ‘There are copies in our library here.’

      ‘Oh, they’ve made their way here, have they?’ said the Recorder, attempting nonchalance. But a professional’s pride in their work is not easy to disguise.

      ‘Yes. They’re in the Shit Books Written by Foreigners section.’

      ‘Oh,’ said the Recorder, crestfallen.

      ‘Think yourself lucky,’ said the Dark Elf, ‘that they’re not in the Books Written by Foreigners that are so Terrible that the Authors must be Tracked Down and Mutilated section.’

      ‘I do count myself lucky,’ the Recorder hastened to say. ‘I’m most grateful.’

      ‘One of the things that angered me about your second book, was your insistence on calling me ‘Simba’. It was most offensive.’ The Dark Elf stared at the opposite wall of his room, where two crossed swords hung on display. The Recorder made a nervous gulping sound.

      ‘Well, that was because that’s the name Og-Grim-Dog used when discussing you. Also, your full name is a little—’

      ‘Awe inspiring?’

      ‘Quite so.’

      The Dark Elf looked slightly mollified with that response.

      ‘Since you’ve read the book, I was wondering if you’d be so kind as to fact-check something for me. It concerns the test of loyalty when the ogre became the Dark Lord’s henchman. Rumours abound of the crimes he demanded of fresh recruits, to prove their commitment to his cause. And yet, when it came to Og-Grim-Dog, the Dark Lord simply—’

      ‘—accepted the killing of a solitary menial as payment,’ the Dark Elf finished for him. ‘One of the more ridiculous passages in the book.’

      ‘Yes, well, I did challenge the ogre on that one. But they were quite insistent.’

      ‘So, you want to know what Og-Grim-Dog really did to win the Dark Lord’s approval?’ asked the Dark Elf.

      The Recorder nodded eagerly.

      ‘Then let me tell you.’
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      Five minutes later and Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa was finishing up recounting the list of Og-Grim-Dog’s crimes.

      ‘…which they proceeded to chop up and feed to his pet worm, Evie. Anyway, after that, the Dark Lord accepted them as a henchman.’

      The Recorder had gone pale and clammy. He had a hand clasped over his mouth in an effort to keep the contents of his stomach from making an appearance.

      ‘I see,’ he said weakly. ‘That would do it. Now I understand why they didn’t want to tell me.’

      ‘Quite,’ said the Dark Elf. ‘I hope the truth will be making an appearance in your upcoming books.’

      ‘Of course!’ said the Recorder. ‘The truth is my mistress!’

      The Dark Elf rolled his eyes. ‘Anyway. I am sick of talking about that three-headed ogre. I can only presume that the real reason you are here is to record my own life story—superior in every respect to that ogre’s, I might add.’

      ‘Yes,’ said the Recorder. ‘It would be a great honour to be given access to your story. I am sure it would make a wonderful novel.’

      ‘Stop stating the obvious,’ the Dark Elf commanded. ‘What payment might I expect from this enterprise.’

      ‘Payment?’ asked the Recorder nervously. ‘It’s just that we writers make so very little money,’ he simpered.

      ‘Not in coin,’ came the dismissive response. ‘Information. Tell me where you found the ogre.’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ said the Recorder nervously. ‘Well, I’m sure that can’t do any harm...’
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      The Nefarious Exploits of Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa: Dark Elf, Henchman and Arch-Villain: An Extract

    

  


  
    
      The ranks of menials marched ineptly through the gates of the Kuthenian city of Jiezhou. Lilith, Dark Lord of Fell Towers, had led her army here, in support of her ally, Emperor Tugh. The truth was, however, that the mastermind behind the march south was none other than Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa, most loyal and able of The Dark Lord’s henchmen.

      The advantage of the menials was their numbers. There were thousands of them. This was offset by their incompetence. It took someone with the logistical brilliance of this aforementioned henchman to get them to their destination in one piece.

      Arriving in Jiezhou, however, turned out to be an anti-climax.

      ‘The League armies are gone,’ the imperial officer informed them, once the henchman had helped his Mistress from her mount. ‘We drove them from our lands.’ He eyed the army of The Dark Lord. ‘Without your help.’

      The henchman admired his mistress’s forbearance, in allowing the insolent fool to live.

      Of course, the truth is always more complex than army grunts are cognizant of. The henchman’s status meant that he was privy to the subsequent meeting of the most powerful leaders in all of Gal’azu. The emperor, his generals and his advisers. But most important of all, Mistress Lilith and Master Samael. For all the pretence that Tugh was in charge here, the henchman knew better.

      ‘The threat from the armies of the League has been replaced by a much greater one,’ Samael explained. ‘An army of the undead now roams Kuthenia. It is so dangerous that we must divert all our resources into dealing with it—Kuthenian military and menials of Fell Towers alike.’

      The henchman had nothing but disdain for the raised eyebrows of the Kuthenian nobility. They would soon learn what all drow knew: creatures that survived death were very much real.

      ‘What of our enemies in the League?’ pressed The Dark Lord, disappointed—as the henchman was—to learn that some other enemy had displaced them in Samael’s thoughts. ‘They may have retreated, but they are not yet defeated.’

      Samael gestured at the Dark Elf. ‘Send your henchman to deal with them.’

      Heads swivelled to stare at Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa, but his expression of cold disdain remained, even if he did feel some pride in the suggestion. Now these Kuthenians were beginning to understand his importance—how he, singlehandedly, could be trusted to deal with an enemy their armies had spent months fighting.

      ‘Very well,’ agreed The Dark Lord. She turned to her most trusted henchman. ‘And why not lead some of these undead into the lands of our enemies while you’re at it?’

      The Dark Elf nodded, a grisly smile on his face.

      Samael nodded, the same grisly smile appearing on his face.

      The Dark Lord nodded, and the henchman assumed the same grisly smile would be present beneath her helmet.

      Emperor Tugh nodded as a grisly smile appeared on his face.

      One of the emperor’s officers put an arm up in the air and yelled ‘Oh! That will be sweet!’

      ‘That’s just going too far,’ said The Dark Lord.
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      The Dark Elf had assumed that Mer Khazer would be where he would find the ogre and the rest of the Dark Lord’s enemies. But while the Bureau of Dungeoneering was still operational, the ogre was gone. And it was Og-Grim-Dog whom his master most wanted dead.

      It took effort and considerable skill to track the ogre’s movements to Avolo. Og-Grim-Dog was in the company of a human wizard and a wretched Light Elf, travelling south down the river Auster. The henchman followed where they had gone, entering the great city at night and then mingling with its amorphous citizenry. If there was one place in Gal’azu that one of his kind could move with relative freedom it was in that great cosmopolitan city. Surely, he would soon be able to complete his task.

      But the trail went cold. It was beyond strange that a three-headed ogre could just disappear, seemingly without trace. It was the kind of situation where an individual without the fortitude of Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa would give up.

      And then his quarry was back, as mysteriously as they had gone. The Dark Elf watched them in conversation with the Avoluese general, Caborna, and watched them as they left the city via the West Gate. Just the three of them, alone in the countryside.

      He followed them, wary of getting too close. The Light Elf was suspicious, always on the lookout for danger. Who knew what magics the wizard could deploy? And the ogre, the henchman had learned, while ungainly in its movements, could finish an opponent with a single blow. He would have to pick his time to act with care.

      It didn’t help that the undead were now abroad in these lands, drawn to his beating heart and his pumping blood as much as any other living thing. He was forced to take his rests out of reach—high up in strong trees, while beneath him the creatures scraped their fingers bloody on the trunk. Ever moaning with their insatiable hunger, never tired, it made proper sleep hard to come by. When he awoke, the henchman would draw his twin swords and send however many of the creatures that had gathered below him back to Gehenna.

      It was not until they reached the farm that the Dark Elf could grab an opportunity. Sent to sleep in some lowly human barn by the farmers, it left his quarry vulnerable. The henchman waited, deep into the night. This time, when the undead came for him, he didn’t send them to Gehenna. He captured them, tying them up, until he had a dozen of the creatures roped together.

      Now to act. Leading his new recruits to the barn, he carefully removed several planks of wood, avoiding any sudden sounds that might alert those inside. Once the gap he had made was large enough, he released his captives, quickly moving away to a safe distance. The undead were drawn towards the nearest living creature. Rather than following the disappearing Dark Elf, they made their way inside the barn.

      Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa allowed himself a satisfied smile as he waited, crouching behind a tree, for the undead to do their work. Their groans were shortly joined by startled shouts. Then, a sudden blast of pale blue light. The wizard. Doubt crept its way into the drow’s thoughts. The door of the barn burst open. Out came the ogre, Og-Grim-Dog. He was carrying the wizard, the elf running by his side. It all happened so fast that the henchman was left in his crouch, unsure what to do.

      Follow them, he told himself.

      For all his speed, he thought he’d lost them. Then, he saw them up ahead. They’d stopped. The wizard had pulled his robe up and they were talking amongst themselves.

      Not a total disaster, then, the henchman told himself. The wizard’s been bitten. One down, two to go.

      The Dark Elf stalked the group. It was no good coming from behind, with their anxious glances back to the barn and the undead. Instead, he circled around to the side, using the dark of night as cover, his twin swords sheathed for now, lest the cold iron reflect the moonlight and give him away. As he neared, he began to overhear their conversation.

      ‘…wasn’t deliberate,’ he caught the wizard saying.

      ‘…Please come to the farm with us. If there’s a chance—’ said one of the ogre’s heads.

      ‘Alright, Og,’ replied the wizard.

      The henchman mouthed the words of a foul drow curse. Before he had reached them, his prey was on the move again, heading for the tall wooden enclosure of the farm—the only reason these humans had survived the undead apocalypse this long.

      He followed them, still keeping his distance. Not to worry, he told himself. These humans aren’t about to sacrifice their families’ safety by opening up their defences to an ogre.

      The ogre was banging on the wooden wall. Just as the Dark Elf was calculating a surprise attack, he heard the moan of an undead from behind him. At the same time as he turned to face the threat his twin swords were in his hands. Holding his left-hand blade in front of him, he swung his right blade in a huge arc. He had used plenty enough force for the sword to pierce through skull and lodge in the brain of the creature.

      Another one returned to Gehenna, he told himself as it collapsed to the ground and he yanked his weapon free.

      A burst of light then sent him scurrying away. That damned wizard again.

      He looked over. No! The panels of the farmers’ wall were being removed and there went his quarry, welcomed into the farmstead. A dozen options swirled through the henchman’s mind, but none of them were viable. They had escaped him.

      As the last panel of the fortified settlement was shoved back in place and fastened tight, the Dark Elf found himself outside; alone.

      The shuffle of feet could be heard as the undead, attracted by the ogre’s noise, lurched their way towards him.

      The henchman was quick to shake off the disappointment. He left the scene, but he wasn’t going far. The wizard would soon succumb to his injuries and that would remove a major obstacle. A wooden enclosure wasn’t going to prevent him finding a way into the settlement.

      The elf and the ogre would be next.

    

  


  
    
      The Dark Lord’s henchman received two surprises at once; one good, one bad. First, his quarry left the safety of the farm’s enclosure—alone—only a few days after they had entered. Second, the wizard was still alive. Both his lower legs had been amputated. He was strapped to the ogre’s back in a carrying device. But his survival was unwelcome. The henchman feared no-one and nothing in combat—indeed, welcomed the clash of blades. But magic introduced too much that was unknown for him to feel secure about the outcome.

      Still, the Dark Elf could deploy patience if it was necessary. His master wanted their enemies dead. Far better to take his time and fulfil her orders than to do anything hasty and fail. No. Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa didn’t do failure. So he followed his quarry north and west, prepared to wait for his opportunity to act.

      They moved from abandoned farmstead to abandoned village. The Dark Elf observed them searching for food that the humans hadn’t been able to take with them. When they were done, he was forced to scrummage for anything they’d missed or rejected. Drow could go for days without eating if necessary. But even he needed to eat something. If he had to pick up the last of the seeds from the dirt of a granary floor, so be it. Hardship didn’t frighten him.

      After a few days of following at a safe distance it became clear where Og-Grim-Dog and his allies were headed. They were going to Mer Khazer, headquarters of the Bureau of Dungeoneering. What they hoped to achieve there was much harder to work out. This region was now totally infested by the undead. It was almost a certainty that the pathetic defences of that town couldn’t withstand them.

      When he got his first sight of the town, he got confirmation that his instincts were correct. Lines of the dead were funnelling through the various entrances to Mer Khazer. The gates had been forced open by an undead horde, drawn by the quantity of living flesh inside. The fact that they continued to pour inside suggested that there was still some flesh yet to be eaten.

      The odd thing was that despite such danger, the Dark Elf observed the ogre charging at one of the entrances into the town, the elf close behind. More through luck than skill they barged their way into Mer Khazer and disappeared down one of the streets.

      Baffling. Nothing would have persuaded the henchman to risk his life as they had just done. It wasn’t that he didn’t comprehend, on a philosophical level, the decision to live a good life. Like all drow, he was far more on board with doing evil. It was a set of values that just came naturally. But he didn’t lack an imagination or recognise that some people had a different moral code. But risking one’s life for others? That was something much more difficult to understand.

      Perhaps, before this mission had begun, the Dark Elf would have left his enemies in Mer Khazer and assumed they would be killed and eaten by the dead; returned to The Dark Lord and confidently assured her of their demise. Perhaps. But recent experience told him to guard against such optimistic assumptions.

      His caution was rewarded when he spotted a party leaving the town via its south gate. His quarry had been joined by four others. Assata the Barbarian, he knew well from their mission in Kuthenia. Princess Borte—well, she had been their mission. They had kidnapped her and brought her to The Dark Lord. Now she had become the figurehead for the resistance in Kuthenia. Hassletoff the halfling, Director of the Bureau of Dungeoneering. They had never met, but the henchman knew of him. The fourth figure, a gangly human slung over the ogre’s shoulder, he couldn’t identify.

      So, three had become seven. One could, the Dark Elf acknowledged, see it as a problem. It made his task more difficult. But he was inclined to see the opportunity. Kill this group and the enemy would be finished in one fell swoop.
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      The Dark Elf followed this enlarged group south. Where they were heading to now, he couldn’t guess. It was likely they didn’t know themselves. Where was there for these people to go? They spent a night in the open, the henchman finding another tree in which to make his own bed. When he checked on them the next morning, they were all there. But how long could they keep this up? The more he thought about it, the more he thought it likely that the undead would—eventually—do his job for him.

      He followed them once they broke camp. More aimless wandering. Then he spied the group standing around the church of a deserted human village. Something had clearly caught their interest. The henchman waited until they had left the village before taking a look himself. A message had been scrawled on the white wall of the building. Find Sanctuary in Babylon. We are safe. Beneath it was an arrow, pointing in the direction that the ogre and his colleagues had taken.

      Babylon? He’d never heard of it and doubted that his quarry had either. But they were desperate enough to follow the sign. Curious, he did likewise.

      It wasn’t long before he got a sight of this settlement called Babylon. He had to admit that whichever humans had made their home there, had done better than he’d expected. A hill had been strengthened with earthworks in a concentric design. At the top, it had been flattened. The henchman could make out a few wooden buildings. Yes, it was basic. But crudely effective for keeping out the dead.

      He observed as his quarry negotiated for entry into the hillfort. It was denied, for some. Three ascended the rope ladder that had been thrown down by the residents: the halfling, the elf and the princess. The remainder waited at the base of the hill, as the night drew in and the dead began to appear with tiresome inevitability. The ogre dispatched them with an almost absent-minded swing of his mace.

      At first, the Dark Elf had trouble understanding what was happening. Then, when he saw them repeatedly tending to the gangly human, he worked it out. He’d been bitten, probably back in Mer Khazer. Why they hadn’t ended his life immediately, it was impossible to say. And why they stood about waiting for him to die and turn into one of the creatures was equally confusing. But that’s what they did. Only then did the barbarian use her sword. That was followed by a staggering waste of time and energy as they dug a hole in the ground in which they placed the body, before filling it in.

      Finally, the ogre, barbarian and wizard were allowed to ascend the rope and enter this place they called Babylon. The Dark Elf was left to contemplate not only his next move, but the strange behaviour he had just witnessed.

    

  


  
    
      The new residents of Babylon began to go about their business, still unaware that a Dark Elf had been following their every move. He spied on them from his new home up a tree. The hillfort afforded his quarry the best protection they had enjoyed since he first found them in the city of Avolo. But maybe it provided him with an opportunity, too. He gave himself time to develop a plan, convinced that the adventurers of Mer Khazer would not be leaving their refuge in a hurry.

      Once his decision was made, the henchman got to work. It was a variation on his attack on the barn at the farm. He began collecting any undead who passed his way, lashing them to the lower branches of his tree. This time, he covered their faces with cloth, muffling the moans and groans they emitted.

      Once he had harvested sufficient undead, he had to carry out the hard part of his plan. Getting them up to the top of the hillfort.

      He waited, a whole day, then another, for the right moment. Finally, he took his chance. This was risky: climbing the earthworks of the settlement, trusting that the darkness would shield him from any lookouts at the top of the fort.

      The henchman scarpered up the steep slopes, agile and powerful, fast-moving but silent. The defences were good enough to keep out the dead, but not an athlete such as he. The last, most dangerous part was leaping up to the palisade of wooden stakes that surrounded the flat top of the hill. He gripped it with both hands, then pulled himself up and over the palisade.

      He allowed himself a few moments to catch his breath and wait to see if he had been spotted. It remained quiet. The people of the fort slept. Then he crept to where the rope ladder was stashed, threw it over the edge and climbed down.

      Next, he returned to his tree and retrieved his collection of silenced dead. He roped the first two to the lower rungs of the ladder—two would be heavy enough, even though their decaying bodies were lighter than living ones—climbed past them and back up to the top of the fort. Then came the physically demanding task of hauling the ladder back up with the two creatures attached. Once he had got them up, he released them. At first, of course, their instinct was to eat him. But by once more throwing down the ladder and beginning his descent, they turned instead to the many bodies tucked away inside the wooden homes of the fort.

      Again, and again, and again, the Dark Elf did this, not stopping to rest his tired muscles, stretch out his back or soothe his raw hands. He pushed himself to exhaustion. But each time he did it, another pair of undead warriors shuffled their way slowly towards the sleeping residents of Babylon. Eventually, bloodcurdling screams began to issue from the settlement as the Babylonians awoke to find the risen dead had entered their homes; were scratching and biting and chewing them. None had the presence of mind, at first, to come and check the rope ladder. The henchman completed his work. Once he heard the sounds of fighting and of organised resistance to his invasion, he retreated. Plan implemented, he retired to his tree and let his scheme play out.
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      The Babylonians defended themselves from the Dark Elf’s surprise night time undead attack better than he’d expected them to. A significant number of corpses were buried at the bottom of the hill the next morning. But only one that really mattered to the henchman. The wizard was finally dead.

      He crept towards the gathering where the enemy performed their rites. When it was the wizard’s turn to get buried, the three-headed ogre spoke to the assembly.

      ‘I feel that we are partly responsible for the death of Sandon,’ said the head called Dog.

      The Dark Elf could see the ogre’s fellow adventurers raise an eyebrow or roll their eyes at this statement. How amusing. Somehow, they blamed the ogre for the wizard’s death. Then, first one, then all three ogre heads began to leak water out of their eyes. They sniffled, as if they had suddenly caught a sickness.

      ‘Sandon was a very good friend to us,’ said the head called Og, in a strange, husky voice. It then appeared that the ogre had completely lost the power of speech. In the end, the Light Elf walked over, gave the ogre a gentle pat, and took over the rest of the speech for him.

      At first, the Dark Elf thought that the ogre might be coming down with the undead sickness. But then, he realised that his afflictions were caused by sadness. He was most surprised to see such emotion on the face of a former henchman of The Dark Lord. Not least one who had done such terrible things as Og-Grim-Dog.

      The henchman reflected on this. He had seen sadness before. Not even once in the harsh realm of Cly’ath Denori’Kilith Tu’an. But many times, since leaving his homeland. After killing his victims’ family members; or indeed their pets; he had seen humans—and other races—express sadness. He couldn’t recall seeing it after killing their colleagues, or allies. Though the ogre hadn’t called this wizard Sandon an ally. He had called him a ‘friend’.

      The Dark Elf began to speculate what that word might mean. An ally who you would be sad to see die, he supposed. That led him on to ask himself the question, would anyone be sad if he were to die? Would The Dark Lord mourn him, as the ogre had mourned the wizard? He didn’t think so. She would wish he wasn’t dead, because he was her most valuable henchman. But he supposed, in the end, she would just shrug her shoulders and find a replacement.

      Once the Babylonians had completed their rites, and returned to their fort, the Dark Elf found it hard to shake off this new line of thought.
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      The henchman had to admit that he was beginning to change his mind on a number of things. Not least, he had decided that despite his initial pride at being asked to complete his task alone, he did, after all, need some allies. Allies were not easy to find in a post-apocalyptic world such as this. The goblins who dwelled in Strong Club would have to do.

      Their leader, who went by the—frankly ridiculous—name of Grarviaksrurm, was easily persuaded to intervene in the settlement of Babylon.

      ‘You have many more soldiers than they do,’ The Dark Elf assured him, aware that goblins were a weak and cowardly race at the best of times.

      Grarviaksrurm smiled at this. The henchman found the goblin a little bit disturbing. Hard to read. Altogether too clever for a goblin.

      ‘I’m inclined to make Babylon the first conquest of my new empire,’ the goblin leader said.

      ‘Well, do what you wish, as long as those individuals I have specified are killed. Do not underestimate that ogre, either.’

      Grarviaksrurm waved away his concerns. ‘I happen to have an ogre of my own. We can deal with Og-Grim-Dog.’

      A goblin with an ogre. This was most unusual. But these were certainly unusual times. ‘Succeed in this and my masters will reward you most handsomely. Your empire might spread wider than you can imagine.’

      The goblin beamed at the thought of his shitty little empire. Who really knew what Lilith and Samael intended to do with this part of Gal’azu? Indeed, all of Gal’azu? The Dark Elf suspected that a post-apocalyptic world such as this might be remembered as the good old days once they were done with it.

      He turned and left Strong Club; left Grarviaksrurm to his plans and dreams. This mission had lasted long enough. It was time to return to his masters. Time to serve them in some other way.
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      The Recorder scratched the final words of the chapter onto his parchment, then rubbed his aching wrist.

      ‘So, that was it?’ he dared to ask. ‘You returned to The Dark Lord with the job half done? Did you tell her the truth?’

      The Dark Elf shrugged with indifference. ‘I’d had enough of that mission. I left the rest of it to the goblins. But of course, I told The Dark Lord the truth. Only a fool would do otherwise.’

      The Recorder allowed that answer to sink in for a while, before more questions surfaced. ‘Did Grarviaksrurm attempt to complete your mission? What did The Dark Lord say when you returned? What did she have you do next?’

      But the Dark Elf appeared to have gone elsewhere. His eyes had a distant look to them, as if he were reliving some moment from his past. The Recorder shuffled his stack of parchment aggressively, but his interviewee didn’t notice. Just as he was thinking about standing up and leaving the private room of Wro’Kuburni’-Dy-Hrath’Simbowa—indeed, as he was thinking that leaving alive should be classed as a victory in itself—the drow’s attention snapped back to him.

      ‘All questions that can be answered another day. Suffice to say, it wasn’t the last time I saw the infamous ogre, Og-Grim-Dog.’
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      “I feel like life is much greater than a hero or a villain: there’s good people that sometimes make mistakes.”

      – Peter Dinklage
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      MALCOLM

      

      The cruel laughter of my tormentors fades into the background as I stare into the pitch-black void before me. The cave mouth throbs and ripples with vicious magic.

      Everyone knows this place is evil. There is no doubt.

      Except, apparently, the three cruel boys currently holding me hostage and threatening to throw me in. My chest heaves with panicked breaths.

      Max and Silas each hold one arm so tightly it hurts. I can’t move. My brain can’t even conjure a word speak. 

      “This isn’t funny,” Julie’s shrill voice calls somewhere behind me. “Stop this!”

      But she’s just as powerless as I am. Something I’ve vowed I’d never be again. A promise I fail to meet every single day.

      But this is new for the pretty brunette. She happened to tag along with me on a hike today.

      Our quiet walk turned tragic when Andrew and his lackeys followed us down the trail. They hollered obscenities at us and joked that Julie was my girlfriend and said disgusting things about her mother. But when I told them to shove it, they grabbed me. Even just one of them is probably strong enough to overpower me, and there were three. Julie tried to stop them, as they dragged me nearly a mile down one of the mountain trails to the cave mouth, but she couldn’t help. It’ll certainly be the last time she dares hang around a loser like me.

      Her piercing voice continues to echo wisdom through the cavern. “Stop this cruel joke, Drew.”

      I choke on a bitter laugh. She’s right. It has to be all be a joke, right? Andrew isn’t this foolish. Anyone from our town is forbidden from even coming close to the crumbling stone crater. At least a hundred feet up, past the crumbling stone hills surrounding the small cavern, there are a few tree limbs visible, but even they twist and curl unnaturally away from the magic below. It’s as if they too realized the evil here and have reversed course.

      The punishment for messing with the cave is banishment.

      Looking into the black rippling magic, I can hardly think straight. It’s… living. Breathing. Reaching. It wants me. I can feel it. I can taste it. It is eager for my soul.

      I shake my head from the hypnosis.

      “See, I disagree,” Andrew says with a dull voice. “I think this is very funny. Don’t you, guys?”

      The two beef-heads holding me captive chuckle and nod, but I don’t dare tear my eyes from the darkness only feet away.

      “Even your dad is going to be pissed about this, Andrew,” Julie says, her voice shaking. “We’re not supposed to mess with this cave.”

      “Poor little Julie,” Andrew croons. “Afraid of a little dark?” He chuckles. “Don’t worry, love, I know exactly what I’m doing. This is all for the better of our town.”

      “You’ll get us all killed,” she whispers.

      My vision blinks with red and black, terror strangling my thoughts. My whole-body trembles beneath my captor’s grasp.

      Some say the creature inside is even worse than the sorcerers who’ve begun conquering our world. In the last decade they several major cities have been attacked by evil sorcerers who can control the dead. Sorcerers that can suck the soul right out of your body and use it to fuel their power. Sorcerers that can turn entire cities into ash, people and all, with just a snap of their fingers. Of course, it’s all hearsay. We’ve only heard those stories from the few travelers that come through here. And there are less and less of those these days.

      But if this monster is worse than that…. I shiver.

      And they’re going to drop me inside.

      No, they wouldn’t, I try to convince myself. These are only reckless fools playing a prank. No one is stupid enough to send anything into these caves. Even animals stay far away. Deer won’t come within miles. Rabbits hop within view, pause, stare in panic, and then flee.

      Slow and steady footsteps echo from behind me, and then Andrew’s rancid breath is on my cheek. His eyes are so brown they almost look black. His ash-blond hair is pulled back in a stupid bun—I’d make fun of him for it if he didn’t have so much power. His father is the self-proclaimed mayor of the city, and everyone bows down before that whole family. Including the two bozos holding me now.

      “Ready, Malcolm?” he whispers. His lips curl into a smug smile. “I look forward to hearing your screams. Do come back and tell us your terrifying story when it’s over. If, of course, you survive.” He winks, standing up straight. “Say hello to the beasty for me, will you?”

      “You won’t really do it,” I say through ragged breathing. 

      “Of course I will.”

      “You’d condemn the whole town?” I gasp. “You’d risk letting that magic free?”

      Andrew chuckles. “Ahh, yeah, those spooky legends.” He holds his hands behind his back, his head high. So smug. “But I know better. See, I’ve done a bit of research about the magic in these parts, and I found a book about the abyss—I mean, they didn’t call it that, but the description was obvious. And this book said there is an ancient being of limitless power trapped inside. It can never leave its stone prison. But it will bestow its power on a man, if only he’s brave enough to offer a sacrifice.”

      My blood runs cold.  

      “Do you think I’m brave enough, Malcolm?” Andrew whispers in my ear. 

      I shake my head. He shouldn’t be. The risk is too high, even for him. To be nearby when it happens. For his family. For the town.  

      “One day those sorcerers will come. And I’ll be ready for them.” His voice grows deeper, his jaw clenched. “Did you hear that, beasty?” he calls, spinning to face the cave. “This is your sacrifice. Grant me your power!”

      “Andrew!” Julie calls out in protest. Andrew turns back to wink at me just before he nods to his lackeys, and together, they thrust me past the rippling barrier and into the thick darkness beyond.

    

  


  
    
      MALCOLM

      

      I press my eyes closed as hard as I can as I drop to my hands and knees on the stony gravel. Though I can’t see a thing, bitter cold power envelopes my whole body like an unwanted embrace. The pressure builds on my back and then pushes me the rest of the way down. I fall onto my face with a grunt, and sharp pain ricochets through me. Without Max and Silas holding me down, I should be free to flee…

      I pull at my arms, but they won’t move.

      No, no, no. I have to leave. I have to run.

      I can’t move even a hair’s breadth. My whole body is paralyzed under the frigid magic.

      “Please,” I whisper. I’m not sure who I’m even asking. God? It’s too late for him to help me. The monster? Clearly, that’s a lost cause.

      “Don’t be so sure,” a voice rumbles through the black abyss. 

      Darkness swoops over my head and wraps itself around my body. With a pop, the weight lifts.

      I force my body into an upright position. Gravel sticks to the side of my face, but I don’t dare brush it off.

      I try to blink my vision into focus to no avail. I must be close to the cave mouth, but I can’t see anything other than pitch black. I don’t even know which way is out.

      “That way,” the voice says.

      Somehow, I know he means to my left. I can’t see the being that belongs to the voice. The monster. The beast. 

      And I am his sacrifice. 

      I swallow and step back farther until my shoulders press against cold stone, eyes shut tightly.

      I wish I could relish the thought that Andrew would get justice for this terrible death of mine, but I know better. I’ve experienced it firsthand. There is no justice in this world. Not anymore.

      Once, our world had order. Murder was punished harshly. Not so much anymore. Well, it’ll be punished, but they’ll likely just choose a person at random to replace the real killer.

      Large governments have dissolved leaving cities and towns to fend for themselves. For us, that means the strong prevails over the weak—or disliked. I am not weak, not especially, at least. But they don’t like me, those men that run the city. 

      They don’t like me because I know what they did to my father. I know the truth.

      “Men,” a deep voice purrs through the darkness, “do not appreciate true power.”

      Every muscle in my body is frozen in place. That voice. Panic rushes over me, my mind spins. Fear so thick and crawling rips the air from my lungs. 

      That voice—is not human. It’s not… natural.

      “Oh, I assure you, I am quite natural.” A rumbling chuckle ripples from the depths of the cave. “I am simply… more. More powerful than man. Older than man.”

      The rush of dark power makes itself known, like a flash exposing my surroundings and then settling back into nothing. It leaves me wondering if I imagined it.

      I look to my left, where I now know is my exit. 

      “I can grant all that you wish,” the monster whispers gently. It wafts through the darkness like a caress. An offer, not a demand.

      I swallow. 

      “You desire it. Power. Vengeance. Importance. I can taste it on you.”

      I shiver. Run, you moron, I tell myself. Run while you still can.

      “You may go, child,” the monster says. “But I will leave you with a parting gift because I know you. I see enough to know you’ll be back.”

      “No,” I whisper. Like an illiterate fool, no is the only clear thought I can conjure in my panic.

      The monster laughs and the walls around me tremble. I scream as a sharp blade—a talon—carves through my flesh under my collarbone.

      “I have the power to save you,” the bodiless beast calls to me as he carves into my body. “I will give you but a taste of my power. When you are ready for more... you know where to find me.”

      Pain so deep, so harsh and unforgiving, takes over my body until my vision turns black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Malcolm

        

      

    

    
      My eyes fly open as I jerk upright, panting desperately.  I’m in my own bed—well, couch, actually, but it’s where I always sleep. My blankets and pillows are damp, I assume from the sweat dripping down my neck.

      As images flash through my mind, I rip at my chest, searching for what I know must be a gaping hole. I can feel it, the talon of that terrible beast carving through me. An echo of the searing pain. But my shirt is intact, as is the skin beneath.

      I pull the collar down, and sure enough, there is a black mark just beneath the soft spot of my collarbone. A mix of a groan and whimper escapes my lips as I prod the smooth skin.  The searing burn of magic is still there, creeping through my muscles.

      How had it healed like that? So entirely. So quickly.

      Or had it been quick? I don’t remember getting home. I don’t remember going to sleep. How long have I been out? How long had I remained unconscious in that dark cave on the outskirts of his pathetic town?

      What did that monster do to me? And how in the world did I make it back home, let alone survive? Andrew is going to be pissed I survived. 

      My lips curl into a smile at that thought. 

      My head throbs terribly, but as I force myself to my wobbly feet, I feel a tad better. The magic, foreign and heavy, flows through my body, but it almost seems to be strengthening me. It doesn’t feel good, but I don’t suppose it’s actively killing me, which is plus.

      Power requires pain. The monster’s voice echoes through my mind as if he were still here. I don’t remember those words being said in the cave, so not a memory. I don’t even want to think about the other possibilities.

      I hold my breath for nearly a full minute, waiting. But no more messages come through my clearly disheveled mind. I should be dead. But I’m not.

      I let out the breath and take in another.

      I do remember the beast’s offer…

      Andrew had said the monster requires a sacrifice to grant its power. So why would he offer that power to the sacrifice?

      I’ve promised myself so many times before that I’d no longer feel powerless. I’ve just never had the means to fulfill that promise.  

      The flash of a memory presses itself to the surface of my consciousness, and I wince. I watched my father die powerless. I watched as wicked men tore him apart for their own gain in front of the whole town.

      They called him a murderer. It didn’t matter that it was untrue. The hoard wanted to see him suffer, and so the men in power obliged.

      That’s what happens when there is no justice in the world. When there are no longer any courts or judges. When power is the only currency. The people take matters into their own hands. Right or wrong.

      Well, according to the order they created—power is currency. Truth and goodness and justice, they don’t matter anymore. They don’t exist anymore. 

      One day, I’ll make them pay for killing the wrong man.

      I look down at my hands, front and back. There is the hint of a tingle—or is that just my imagination?

      I slip on my best leather boots, the ones with the soles only just starting to separate from the rest, old jeans, and a red T-shirt. My father once told me red was the color of power. Of purpose. And that’s what I want to channel today. 

      I’ll take back what was taken from him. And I’ll make sure nothing is ever taken from me again. 

      With a long deep breath, I pull open the front door, leaving the snores of my uncle, still sleeping away a bottle of vodka, behind. The sunlight shines through the house and bombards me, burning. I wince and toss up my hands in front of my eyes. “What the hell,” I mutter. “Ow.” I must have been asleep longer than I thought for the sun to feel like such an assault.

      I stare down at my rotting boots as I stumble forward because I can’t bear to look up any higher or risk searing pain.

      I hate looking defeated. I hate looking weak. But what’s a guy to do when looking into the daylight feels like daggers carving into his brain?

      Little white flakes begin a gentle descent from the sky. One lands on my boots, and I stop. Even after all this time, my mind still thinks of snow when I first see the ash fall. 

      Of course, it does still snow in these parts, but it’s early fall and mildly warm. We won’t see a flake of actual snow for months now.  No, this time of year there is no question—this is ash from some nearby structure burning to the ground. 

      Before the Sorcery War, this town was tiny, tucked in between several large mountains. The roads were winding and small, and our population only held a few thousand. But as the wars began, the cities around us fell. One by one. We knew, generally, because of the influx of travelers that would come through, tell their horror stories, and move on or die. Well, most of them. A handful of them stayed. 

      The chattering of the town square grows as I walk closer, and my anxiety rises. My body still feels heavy as lead but somehow also strong. My head throbs more and more with the new noise. I stop at the corner, waiting in the shadows, trying to decide what I’ll do. I can’t get my daily rations without entering the town square. My uncle has eaten everything we’d saved. So, my choice is to risk seeing the council and their sons or go hungry.

      I block what light I can with my hand and attempt to force my body forward. Then, I see her and pause.

      Julie. Her brown hair waves as she walks, her smile big and bright. I stop, frozen in place. I don’t have the strength to talk to her today. What will I say when she asks me about the cave? How could I possibly explain…

      My determination is sucked dry in an instant, and I slink behind Mr. Collin’s makeshift tent selling blankets and find a place between two buildings to sit in the shadows once again.

      It probably makes me a creep to sit and watch, but it’s all I can do right now. I haven’t given up, I tell myself. I’ll still join the line for food rations. I’ll… just wait a little while. 

      Is she what you truly desire?

      I shiver at the sound of that voice. Stop it, I think and press my eyes closed. No, he can’t be in my head. He can’t…

      I’m going crazy, I decide. That magic of the caves broke my mind, and it’s making me hear things that aren’t really there. 

      Sadly, that’s the better of the two possibilities.

    

  


  
    
      JULIE

      

      Malcolm is pale as a ghost as he slinks into the market, his head ducked low and his arms crossed. My heart picks up its pace. He’s home. He’s alive.

      How?

      I shake my head. The cave must not have been what we thought. Even so, if Andrew sees him now… I purse my lips and scan the crowd, looking for a sign of the other demon in town.

      Children play marbles on one end of the alley, laughing and cheering. Two guards stand watch near the steps of the capitol building, holding long guns tightly—as if those could do anything to guard against the real enemy. We all know if a sorcerer comes to claim this city, it will fall in an instant.

      I’m fairly certain the men in charge would bow to those evil bastards in a matter of seconds. They’re as power-hungry as the rest of them.

      Malcolm’s dark hair falls into his eyes, and he pushes it back absently and finds a place in the shadows by the bakery where he can see but won’t be seen. Well, mostly.

      “Any treats for you today, Julie girl?” a wobbly voice calls to me, shaking me from my reverie. I turn to find Mrs. Nelson smiling from the stand across the walkway and holding out a box of chocolates. Her hair is long but grey and frail, her skin sagging, but otherwise, she looks good for her ninety years.

      “Not today, thank you,” I tell her as I begin my trek across the market. My feet skid on the uneven pavement. Just a few years ago, we were part of a strong nation with infrastructure to keep up with the roads and buildings and industry. Now, we live more like mankind did several hundred years earlier. There are no imports or exports. Even communication is cut off from anywhere outside the city.

      Occasionally, we’ll get a worn traveler or two to tell us tales of what’s happening in the nearby cities but it’s hard to tell what’s fact and what’s fiction.

      We hear of the army of animated dead bodies crossing the continent and destroying every city they pass. Of the forests burning with an eternal black flame. Of the sickness that spreads like the plague, over plants, animals, and humans, but leaves the ill living a cursed life. Plants turn black and slimy; humans and animals go mindless with black eyes and skin grey as ash.

      It all seems so ludicrous that I sometimes question my sanity for believing it. But then, the ash falls, drifting softly like dark snow flurries, reminding us that the world is not what it once was. What is burning today? I wonder. 

      I remember the fully black eyes of the near-dead man that found his way to our little valley town, begging for help nearly five years ago. There were many others like him, but none that I personally spoke to. His skin was naturally dark, but his eyes were entirely black like someone had sucked out his soul. He spoke incoherently about the “necromancer.” He told us all to run. Some of the town did.

      The Potters gave him a bed in the hospital, though no one could tell what was wrong with him and he died before the morning. He’s buried with the rest of our dead in the cemetery on the south end of town.

      I also remember the zombie-like wolves that attacked the Carters’ farm last winter. They acted as a pack of rabid wolves, except their eyes were entirely white and their flesh hung off their exposed bones in a way no creature should be able to survive.

      And I remember the magic rippling from the abyss. That cave has been in these lands for hundreds of years, but until recently it was buried so deep underground there was no chance someone could stumble upon it. Over the last few years, more and more of the stones have crumbled around it, leaving it entirely exposed.

      That cave holds something evil. Something powerful.

      My breath becomes shallow as I examine Malcolm again. His hair is disheveled, his eyes cast low. But that’s not all that out of the ordinary for him. He seems surprisingly… normal.

      Part of me is dying to run over and ask him about what happened. The other part is petrified.

      I know Malcolm. I like Malcolm. He’s not the most charming or chatty, but he’s smart, and he’s maybe the only person in town that doesn’t judge me for my mother’s recent profession.

      I suck in a deep breath and gather the bravery to approach him.

      “Everything okay?” I ask sweetly, and Malcolm jerks towards me, eyes full of clear panic.

      “Oh, Julie.” He winces. “I… yeah, everything’s great.” He clears his throat and lifts his head higher. “How about you?”

      “Just fine. Just… wondering if you were all right after….”

      Malcolm shivers, and I frown.

      “How are Andrew and his lackeys?” he spits. “Did they treat you well after they tried to kill me?”

      I flinch and look down at the ground. “I ran after.” I pause, the knot in my stomach growing. “Does that make me a coward?” I whisper. I suppose it does.

      Malcolm takes in a long breath, and his shoulders relax, his anger dissipating. I don’t blame him for being angry.

      “No,” he says like he just decided. “What else were you going to do? Run in after me?”

      I shrug. “I told my mom what happened. She told Andrew’s father, but I didn’t get the impression he cared enough to do anything.”

      “Of course not. Why would he? They’d all be glad to be rid of me.”

      I bite my lip. Malcolm isn’t the most well-liked citizen in town. Some argue that he doesn’t add anything to society, which is unfair because his father is dead, his uncle is a drunk and he’s too young to have a profession. But the real reason the council hates him is that he’s not afraid to bring up his father’s unjust death at any given opportunity.  So, maybe he’s right. Maybe the mayor would want him gone.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “They should care. They’re idiots but… I guess we already knew that.”

      Malcolm cracks a smile, and my heart lifts. If he’s capable of that, maybe he’ll be okay after all.

      “Do you have any bandages?” he whispers suddenly.

      “Oh,” I say, noticing the blood dripping to the sandy ground. His arm is bleeding.

      “I didn’t even realize I was cut,” he says, looking at the scrapes down his arm. One is deep enough to drip crimson blood down to his fingers. 

      Bandages, right. “Yeah, at the studio. Follow me.”

      “Your mom’s studio?” he asks.

      I nod. My mother is a musician, and she still spends a lot of time in her old recording studio—even though she can’t record anything anymore. Now, she spends the weekends playing for the mayor and the council. Or at least that’s what she tells me she does.  

      “Okay,” Malcolm mutters and shuffles after me. We walk two blocks east and one north until we reach my mother’s little studio. It’s nothing special. Just one section of what was once a shopping mall. She’s the only one who even uses the place anymore. When the war started, at least a quarter fled the town. Another quarter left once communication was shut off from the rest of the country. Every year, we lose a few more. Some choose to look for greener pastures farther away from the controlled cities—others flee from the authoritarian council that took root in town over the last few years.

      Other than our questionable leadership, our town has been rather lucky to remain as unscathed as we have. We aren’t far from other controlled cities.

      I push open the boarded-up door and into the dusty shadows of my mother’s studio. “Mom?” I call out. No answer. “She must not be in. There’s a first aid kit over here.”

      “You don’t have one at home?”

      At first, I think he’s being critical, but his voice is soft, and I consider he’s really just curious.

      “Home is more than twice the distance.” I shrug. “Besides, I like it here.”

      “Right,” he says skeptically, eyeing the dark room filled with scattered boxes and cords, a few pieces of what was once a drum set.

      “I’ll show you.” I walk into the backroom, open the bottom cabinet beneath a computer that hasn’t worked in years, and pull out a cardboard box filled with medical supplies. Our family decided to stay in town during the war, but my mother gathered as many necessary supplies as possible before the council took control of everything in order to ration.

      I nod for Malcolm to follow me into another room. I plop the cardboard box on the chair.

      “What is this place?” he asks quietly, his arms crossed but his eyes show curiosity. I nod to the microphone hanging from the ceiling in the corner.

      “Where she used to record.” She used to rent out the space to several businesses. One had a podcast, another made radio commercials here, and some local musicians made albums that would inevitably fall into obscurity. I always knew she was barely hanging on to the business, as it never made enough money, but she loved it.

      Now, money doesn’t even matter. What you add to society matters. Influence matters.

      To most, my mother doesn’t add anything. But the mayor likes her well enough, and that’s what keeps us safe and allows us a few extra luxuries.

      “Sit,” I tell Malcolm.

      He sits in the leather chair next to the box of medical supplies. I kneel between the two chairs and choose a few items.

      “What happened?” I ask as I pull out a bottle of peroxide, a cloth, and a roll of bandages.

      He opens his mouth to respond but grunts like he’s annoyed.

      I roll my eyes. “Right, nothing. The terror in your eyes is just how you are all the time.”

      “I don’t really know.” His voice is hoarse and quiet. There is a touch of fear but a lot of confusion. Maybe he does mean it.

      His soft brown eyes meet mine, and I pause, examining him.

      “You remember nothing?” I whisper a gentler prod this time.

      “I don’t know how to describe it. I fell in, but it was just a cave. Too dark to see anything. There was… magic, for sure, but it didn’t want to kill me.”

      “What did it want?”

      “I’m not sure,” he says, but I get the feeling he does. He just doesn’t want to say.

      My stomach squirms uncomfortably. I don’t know a whole lot about Malcolm except that he’s had a hard life. But then again, we all have.

      “I have one more question, then I’ll stop. I promise.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are we in danger? The town.” I bite my lip, concentrating on his scrapes much more intently than necessary. I’m tense, waiting for his answer. No one knows what would happen if someone touched that magic. There’s no doubt it’s evil. Just one look and we feel an overwhelming revulsion. 

      Malcolm’s mouth drops open for a moment then plops back up. “I don’t know. Not… not any more than before, I don’t think.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. I soak the cloth with peroxide. “This is going to sting a bit.” I press the cloth onto his scrape. He winces as I dab his wound. I don’t know that I’m very good at this, or even doing it right. But I pretend I know what I’m doing.

      I wrap the bandage around the wound tightly with gentle fingers and not another word.

      Malcolm examines his newly bandaged arm. He mumbles thanks and stands to leave.

      I move the box back to the ground and sit in the leather swivel chair. “Are you hungry?” I ask, realizing he probably never picked up his rations before he saw me, and he won’t be eager to chance seeing Andrew by going back.

      His eyes light up, and he nods. 

      I rush to the other room and rummage through the cabinets. I grab a sleeve of crackers and a can of tuna. “We don’t have much,” I tell him. But then again, he wouldn’t get much more from the council. They keep the best for themselves.

      “Anything would be great,” he mutters behind me.

       I smile and hand him what I’ve gathered along with a key. “If you ever need somewhere to go…” I mention. “You can come here. My mom won’t mind.”

      My stomach twists as he gives me a soft smile, sad and tired but kind.

      “Thanks.” He pauses, and I get the feeling he wants to say something else, but then he turns and walks out the door.

    

  


  
    
      MALCOLM

      

      I lay on my makeshift bed, staring at the ceiling with unblinking eyes. My fingers still tingle from—whatever that was. That thing.

      But it’s not the monster that has me unable to rest. It’s her.

      Julie tried to help me, in a few different ways, but I’m so bad at letting people in. So bad at connecting. I don’t know what to say or do.

      I wish I was different. I wish I could be charming and funny like the other guys in town. I wish I didn’t hide in the corner like a coward.

      Nothing wrong with being guarded, a voice vibrates through my mind, and I sit up straight. Those weren’t my own thoughts… were they?

      I mentally examine my mind for something that feels foreign, but there isn’t anything out of the ordinary. At least, nothing more than the strange buzz of magic still stirring in my limbs.

      I force my eyes closed, and at some point, after what feels like hours, I finally succumb to the darkness.
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      My head pounds when I finally wake to sunlight streaming through my window. I roll off my uncle’s couch with a groan. I had some seriously messed up dreams last night. Though the specifics are fuzzy… a few phrases stick in my memory.

      I can help you.

      I will destroy every single one of them.

      A shiver shoots through my body as the echoing voice floats through my mind the same as… I shake my head. A nightmare, that’s all it was. Memories of that creature still cling to mind. That’s normal after a traumatic experience, right?

      I grab my bag and leave the house before my uncle wakes up and decides I’ve done something worth punishing. He likes finding an excuse to leave a bruise or two.

      Except, there aren’t many places I’m safe in this town. Now, even the trails make me nervous. Will Andrew and his friends follow me again?

      Julie’s offer rings through my mind, and my stomach twists at how I’d treated her yesterday. Not that I was mean, but she’s beautiful and nice and somehow seems to like me, and I’m awkward as hell every second of the day.

      The sun is high in the sky as I march down the street with totally fake purpose, eyes squinting only slightly now. My fingers tingle still, but otherwise, I feel mostly back to normal. That voice still reverberates through my memory.

      You’ll see, it says. You’ll see what I’m capable of, and you’ll want my power.

      I’m so distracted by the voice in my mind, that I don’t notice the broad-shouldered figure standing in the road, blocking my path.

      “Maaalcom,” a voice purrs, and I freeze.

      Shit.

      “Where did you run off to yesterday?” Andrew says, marching toward me. Silas and Max flanking him as usual. This time, though, he brought even more back up. Steve is a few years younger and several inches shorter than the others. Carlos is closer to their father’s age. He’s next in line to join the council, which means he wants to stay on Andrew’s good side.

      “My father wants to talk with you.” Andrew nods to Carlos, who holds a piece of paper.

      “Would you like me to read it to you?” Carlos asks so seriously I can’t tell if he’s making fun of me.

      “The mayor heard all about your little trip into the cave. That’s forbidden, you know,” Andrew says, barely concealing a smug smile.

      “What are you talking about?” 

      The Walker family walks up the street behind me, wide eyes pinned to us.

      Mrs. Walker has always been kind. Her daughter is twelve, and they had a toddler that died around the same time as my father.

      “You entered the abyss. That’s grounds for banishment,” Andrew continues, speaking as loudly as he can while sounding somewhat casual. He wants them to hear his accusations.

      Mrs. Walker gasps and the whole family stops.

      “Go,” Mr. Walker says to his daughter and wife. “Hurry,” he hisses as he ushers them past us.

      My stomach sinks. “You pushed me in,” I say through gritted teeth, but the Walkers rush away from us. Dammit. Andrew is going to spin this against me. 

      Andrew walks closer, arms crossed. “Julie told my father everything. Or, should I say, she told her whore of a mother. And her mother told my father.”

      My lip curls in disgust. I am so tired of being afraid. I’m so tired of having no place here. So tired of being at someone else's mercy. Tired of my father’s murderers getting everything and me nothing. The tingle in my fingers grows to a burn. 

      Use me, a voice ripples through my mind. Soft. An eerie caress over my soul.

      Anger simmers in my body. 

      “I’m going to kill you one day,” I tell Andrew, low and quiet, but my eyes stay pinned to him. I’d rather die trying to recover my control than let him continue to defeat me over and over again. 

      Andrew laughs. “Try it.”

      The moment I decide to act, my body moves. I don’t remember thinking the actions through. I don’t know how it even happens, but the next thing I know my hand is around Andrew’s throat, constricting. His face turns red, streaks of black rise from his neck to his eyes.  Silas and Max rush forward to help him, and with just a flick of my wrist, they are both thrown back onto the cracked pavement. 

      My eyes grow wide. I’d tossed them without even touching them.

      Andrew gags in my grip, limbs pinned in place. 

      I drop him and stumble back, my mind spinning. What the hell?

      Andrew falls to his knees. A moment later, he looks up at me, eyes larger than I’ve ever seen them. 

      “You,” he whispers.

      I stumble back a step. “What?”

      “He didn’t give me his power. He gave it to you.”

      I look down at my hand, but the tingling is gone. Just a touch, the voice rumbles through my mind, teasing. You’ve only earned an ounce. But there is more to be had. Come and find me, child.

      Terror and thrill fill me. Andrew doesn’t know I’m out of magic, but now they know I have access to it… they won’t just banish me. They’ll kill me.

    

  


  
    
      MALCOLM

      

      I stand just outside the abyss, staring at the rippling blackness. I don’t move. Can’t move. 

      “Come,” a voice slithers through the rocky valley, echoing off the walls. It’s not inside my mind anymore. 

      That’s a good thing, right? It should be, but all I feel is anxiety. 

      I want it back. That strength. That power. I need it. 

      Except, I don’t want it. I shake my head rapidly, trying to get a grip on my mind. I don’t want it at all because it scares the hell out of me. 

      “You made a vow,” the voice tells me. “If you walk away now, you’ll let them win. They’ll forever have control over you. They’ll take Julie from you. They’re plotting that now.”

      I close my eyes, my chest heaving now.

      “If you don’t take it, they will.” The hushed voice curls around me, cocooning me in the warmth. The rancid smell of decay lingers even as the pleasant warmth recedes. I shiver, feeling colder than before. 

      “The world is falling, child. I’ve seen inside your mind. I know that you do not desire to be just another victim. You desire power. So, take it. Join me. Take my power and use it.”

      My feet are planted on the gravel, stuck in place. I can’t move forward or away. My mind leaps to all the things I could do if I had that power. The strength to strangle Andrew, the magic to literally throw two large men away from me. 

      “There is so much more,” the monster tells me. The pebbles on the cavern floor rattle, the entire ground trembling with anticipation.

      The image of my father’s lifeless eyes, his broken body lying alone on the cold ground, flashes through my mind. I could make them all pay. 

      I want it. I want it so badly. 

      “Yeeees.”

      Footsteps stomp down the stones behind me. A dozen men stumble as they descend towards me, guns in hand. Finally, my feet move. I back up, toward the reaching black power. 

      Just another step.

      I stop, and so do my pursuers, only feet away.  

      Andrew’s father, James, stands at the front, his son and his friends behind him. In the crowd, I notice long, shiny brown hair, and my stomach sinks. One of the soldiers has her in his grip.

      They’ll take her from you. They’re plotting it now.

      He knew. My stomach sinks. 

      “Let her go,” I say firmly, but my heart is throbbing, panic rising in my chest.

      Mayor James narrows his eyes, disgust clear in his expression. He turns just enough to nod to the soldier holding Julie who immediately shoves her forward.

      The mayor grabs her by the hair. A knife glints in the sunlight as he presses it tightly to her throat. 

      My lip trembles as terror fills me. Behind me, angry power simmers in the cave. 

      This is your choice, child, the voice whispers. Fear or anger. Helplessness or power.

      “Let her go,” I say louder now. 

      “Only if you walk away from the cave.”

      “Why?” I spit. “I thought you wanted power to defend the town?” What a stupid thought. This power will destroy it. I know it. I can feel it. And they should have known it too.

      Blood drips down Julie’s neck, and she whimpers. Anger stirs in my gut, thick and heavy. The only difference between me and them is that I’m ready to accept it. I will enjoy watching them fall. I will relish the buildings crumbling. The men who tore my father apart groaning and crying like he did. 

      “Don’t do it, Malcolm,” Julie says, barely about to get the words out. “It’s… it’s evil.”

      I know.

      “If he doesn’t use me. They will.” The crowd of soldiers and leaders all gasp at the booming voice that rumbles the very earth beneath their feet.

      Julie whimpers. Tears well in her eyes.

      “Move away from the cave, Malcolm!” the mayor yells now. His eyes are wide in panic. 

      Can you save her? I ask the monster, hoping he can hear me. He’s been able to hear other thoughts, why not these?

      Yes.

      Even with a blade to her throat? 

      Yes.

      What do I need to do? 

      Accept a bargain. 

      A rush of panic runs over my body. I know this is a mistake. I can feel it. Revulsion floods me. My mind twists and pulls in two different directions. My muscles clench, panic fills me—my body begging me to make a different choice. 

      And yet, there’s another part that wants this too deeply. I don’t want to see Julie die, and that’s part of it. But it’s not the whole part. I crave the power he’s offering. I desperately want to see their faces as they fall beneath my power. 

      “What bargain?” I ask aloud, no longer paying attention to the men watching me. 

      “Malcolm, no!” Julie cries, tears dripping down her cheeks. 

      Give me your body.

      I wince. What? No!

      The voice chuckles in my mind, slithering like a snake inside of me. I can feel his talon of magic gently stroking my soul. Prodding. Preparing to strike. 

      We will share it, child. You will take my magic into your body, and together, we can leave this place. I will earn freedom. You will earn the power you crave. It is a fair bargain. 

      My teeth chatter. It’s not just magic he’s asking me to accept. It’s his soul. 

      Yeesss.

      Shit. 

      Shit. Shit. Shit. 

      And yet, I don’t think I can refuse him. I need it. I crave it. I press my eyes closed. 

      “Malcolm!” the mayor shouts. “Move away from the cave!”

      “No,” I say, eyes flinging wide open.

      He pushes the blade harder against Julie’s throat, splitting the soft skin. “I will kill her. I will. I’m going to count to three, and if you do not submit, I will kill her.”

      I will never submit.

      “One,” the mayor shouts.

      Save her. You will not hurt her, I beg him. 

      “Agreed,” the monster’s voice again shakes the ground. He’s eager. 

      “Two,” James says, his voice high pitched in fear. His fingers tremble. 

      “I accept!” I shout.

      A rush of black power surges from the cave, crashing, carving, claiming my body. An instant later, the inky black magic blasts from my palms—straight at the mayor and Julie. 

      The rush of pain and power overwhelms my mind, my vision flickering. I hear the screams. I feel my limbs moving. But then, my consciousness slips, and I remember no more.

    

  


  
    
      JULIE

      

      A wave of black fire crashes into the mayor, and the blade flies from his hand. 

      I scream and fall to my knees on the harsh gravel. I press my hands to my ears and squeeze my eyes closed. Limp bodies join me on the ground one by one. Grotesque sounds of splattering blood, shattering bone, and splitting flesh bombard me. I continue to scream as loud as I can. Anything to block out the horror.

      I wait for my turn, for my body to be torn to bits. The beast, that evil creature has been unleashed, and we have no hope to resist. 

      I always knew one day our town would face whatever evil was destroying our world. We would join the rest and succumb to that evil power.

      But not like this. This isn’t how I expected it to happen.

      My voice grows hoarse, but I keep screaming. I keep crying until finally, everything grows still. The moans of pain, the begging, the tearing flesh, the fire crackling—it all stops. The ground beneath me grows still. Cold.

      I stop my screaming and wait again. How… am I still alive?

      I look up, to find a pile of dead bodies all around me. A perfect circle of pale, lifeless limbs surround me. A dismembered head stares at me, mouth gaping open. Fuck. Eye casts down to the gravel beneath my feet where a gentle flow of blood trickles, pooling just inches from the torn knees of my jeans.

      There is one still standing. Malcolm stands just feet from the carnage. His eyes are pitch black. No whites, no color. No life.

      “What did you do?” I whisper. 

      His lips curl into a smile that sends terror through me. That is not Malcolm. Black flames lick at his feet. “That felt quite good,” he says.

      He crooks his neck until it cracks, and I whimper. 

      “Why haven’t you killed me?” I ask, my raggedy voice just a whisper. 

      “He made a deal for you, lovely girl.”

      A deal? For me? I let myself mourn for only a moment. Then, I pull myself together. If he made a deal, then I am safe. And though I have no power to stop him, so long as I am living, I can try. 

      “What did you do to him?” I force the words to be firm, my head up high. This horror can’t be real. It can’t be.

      “He is still here,” the monster inside Malcolm’s body says. “Only now, I own him.”

      I shake my head. 

      “I’ll allow him to talk to you once I’m finished.” He smiles again, and nausea sweeps through me.

      I whip my head toward the town. “Let’s go,” I say quickly. “Don’t waste your time on this dinky place. There is so much more for you out there.” I point past the mountain range.

      He chuckles, his black eyes harsh. “Nice try, girl. No, there was another part of my deal. I am to make them all pay.”

      A limb of black magic appears out of the air. It swirls toward me slowly. No. I pull away, but there is nowhere to go. I’d have to climb over the dead bodies to get away, and I… can’t. Not right now.

      The magic clenches over my wrist. I frantically pull at it.

      “No!” I yell. “Stop, please!” But my voice hardly carries at all.

      Malcolm—or that monster inside of him—walks away, toward the town, toward the rest of my family and friends. I am trapped here, helpless. Hopeless. 

      Minutes later, the booms begin. The smoke rises. The screams cascade over the valley. 

      And this time, when the ash falls, I don’t have to wonder where it came from.

    

  


  
    
      MALCOLM

      

      I groan and roll to my back, but damn, the ground is hard. I pry my dry eyes open and groan again. “Ow.”

      The sky is hazy gray. That’s the first thing I notice. 

      I am laying on rubble. That’s the next.

      I force my body to sit up, muscles stiff and sore, head throbbing again. 

      I pull in a breath as I finally take in my surroundings. Smoke and shattered glass and destroyed buildings. There’s nothing left. The mountains around the town remain the same, but everything else is nothing but ash and rubble. 

       I press my hand to mouth. Among the rubble there are bodies. Blood is scattered everywhere. 

      My breath quickens. 

      A whimper sounds behind me, and I whip around to find one living soul. A girl sits with her arms wrapped around her knees, rocking back and force, face hidden beneath her arms. 

      “Julie?”

      She looks up. Eyes red, face streaked with ash and tears. “They’re all gone,” she says. 

      “Everyone?” My voice breaks. 

      I made them all pay, the voice is louder now. Stronger. It presses into my mind, making it hard to focus. 

      Julie doesn’t respond, but I know the answer. Everyone is dead. Every single soul, except for Julie and me. Including my uncle. Her mother. 

      All gone. The bad, the good. Every soul snuffed out.

      It’s what you wanted.

      Is it? I ask. Part of me did want that. But the reality is so much different than I’d pictured. 

      Now what? I ask the monster. There is nothing left for us here. We have no choice but to leave. 

      We find a new town to rule. There is so much out there, boy. So much we can do together. I will show you. 

      I shiver, guilt pressing down. 

      It’s too late to change your mind now. Come. 

      My arms jerk. My chest twists unnaturally. My body rises without my permission.

      “Come, girl,” the monster says through my lips. “If you remain with me, I will keep you safe. I always keep my bargains.”

      I have more to show you, child. This power of mine is limitless, even with your frail body as its host. Come and see. The monster leads my body, pulling each limb in awkward steps over the rubble of what was once the capital building and into the tree line. Some of the trees remain intact. Others simmer with black fire. 

      I allow him to push my body because I have no strength to fight it.

      Relax and work with me. Accept this power, and you can use it. 

      Nausea rolls through me, but I try to block it out. I try to block it all out. The pain, the fear, the guilt, the rage.

      It will become easier with time. Besides, this new trick I am about to show you will be a fun distraction. Come and see.

      We reach the stone valley, except now, the black magic is absent from the cave mouth. Because… it’s inside of me. 

      There is a perfect circle of dead bodies lying in the middle of the opening. 

      The monster positions me next to it. Tell them to rise, he whispers in my mind. An instruction, not a command.

      My eyebrows pull down, but I obey. “Rise,” I say. And they do. The bloated limbs of the dead guards, the dead mayor, my dead tormentors rise from the ground. Including one with a dismembered head. The head rises too, floating awkwardly and it lands on its body’s bare neck. 

      “They obey me?” I whisper. 

      Andrew’s blank stare looks straight at me. 

      Yeeees, the monster says, pleased at the sick enjoyment that rushes through me. 

      “Turn,” I say. 

      The whole group turns on its heel in unison. 

      “You can create an army. And these, your first soldiers.”

      I pull in a long breath, my revulsion now mixed with excitement. I know I shouldn’t feel it, but it’s there all the same. 

      “There is no greater punishment,” I say. 

      Now, you understand. 

      I swallow. This was never what I wanted, but here in my hand is the kind of power I hadn’t even dared to dream of, and it is now mine to wield.

      All I wanted was to no longer be a victim. But now… I can be a ruler.
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      Ula’s gills fluttered as she stared at the heap of human junk on the table. Why would the king bring this here? He’d lured her out of her workshop with the promise of a job so important it would impact Nerivia and all merfolk for generations. She should have dismissed the grand words with an eye roll and a generous dose of cynicism, but Eldoris had seemed more earnest than usual. Had he been telling the truth? 

      Old dreams, dusty and neglected since the death of her mentor, resurfaced with a vengeance. Would she finally get the chance to live up to his memory, perhaps even surpass him? No. Yevin was a legend: the greatest sorcerer in the whole ocean. Even if he had lived to teach her everything, she wouldn’t be worthy of cleaning his fins, let alone wielding the trident. Isn’t that what he’d always said? 

      What would Yevin think of her now? 

      It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She was here, and he was dead. Nothing she could do would change that. What use was crying over it now?

      The clang of metal jolted her back to the present. The king’s lords and advisors crowded around the table, eager to gawk at the foreign curios. In retrospect, Ula should have asked more questions before trading her comfortable solitude for an awkward social situation. She was starting to think this was all a prank anyway. Eldoris barely tolerated her on a good day. Now he was offering her an important job? Whales would grow legs and trot up onto the shores for a picnic before that happened.  

      Out of all the possibilities she imagined when Eldoris came to her, none had anything to do with human rubbish. Swords, plates, forks, and scraps of faded cloth were stacked so high a few pieces had tumbled off the edge onto the coral floor. Lip curling, she plucked a tiny metal disk from the pile and turned it over in her hand. One side featured the face of a man with a bulbous nose and balding head while the other side bore a number. What was it? A weapon? Some sort of toy? Ridiculous.

      She wanted nothing more than to cast it all into the trench that separated Nerivia from the shark’s domain. 

      By contrast, the king bubbled with the excitement of a child who’d received a sea pony for his birthday. She half expected him to leap onto the pile and roll around like an eel, king or not. Eldoris dug his fingers through the human nonsense, choosing pieces at random, raising them for his bunch of adoring sycophants. Judging by their inordinate oohs and aahs, they played their parts almost believably. 

      “Just look at this treasure!” Eldoris said, holding up a strange object with a smooth top and ridged bottom made of foreign material Ula couldn’t identify. Strings dangled from metal holes in its worn surface and fluttered in the light current. “I’m told it’s called a shoe.” 

      “What’s it for?” 

      Ula glanced around the sea king’s imposing form, but unsurprisingly, the speaker wasn’t someone she knew. On the rare occasion she left her workshop, Ula couldn’t be bothered to make small talk with the pathetic swarm of socialites who, when combined, would lose a test of wits to a sea cucumber. Their interest in her waned when they realized Ula held less influence with the king than the wall corals. That suited her just fine.

      “They wear them on their… what’s the word?” Eldoris asked his advisor, who leaned over to whisper in his ear. “That’s right! Their feet, which are so delicate that even the lightest brush against a rock would shred them to ribbons! Aren’t humans fascinating?”

      Ula rolled her eyes. More like weak, barbaric, and prone to violence and evil.

      Someone gasped, and Ula realized she’d spoken out loud. She flushed as the attention shifted to her. 

      Eldoris chuckled under his breath. “How could the crafters of such delightful marvels be evil?”

      She eyed the swords again, noting how their fine blades glinted in the morning sun. Sure, wonderful.  

      Right now, it would be wonderful if he would just get to the point. 

      Almar, the king’s oldest advisor, coughed lightly, nudging a fallen helmet with his silver tail. His nose wrinkled, and Ula would have bet an entire bag of blue pearls that he was as disgusted by the items and their source as her. “I’m assuming you have a purpose for bringing these… things… here today, sire?”

      “I most certainly do!” Eldoris beamed. He tapped the side of his nose before pointing to the aging merman. “But why spoil the surprise on an empty stomach? Let us first enjoy the delicious feast my chefs have prepared.”

      Ula bit back a groan, again regretting not asking more questions. Why was he being so enigmatic? The king’s usually loved ruling  as dramatically as possible. He never hid anything, even for a few moments. She couldn’t help but think something was amiss, and her stomach churned. The last thing she wanted was to add food to the mix. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was purposely drawing this game out just to spite her. She furrowed her brow.  

      Admittedly, he made for a regal figure. Chestnut brown hair flowed down his broad shoulders that sliced through the water better than the trident he clenched at his side. His powerful, blue tail shimmered in the azure glow. It was too bad she despised him. 

      Ula’s eyes lingered on the trident—Yevin’s trident—and she had to mindfully tamp down her bitterness. Tradition would have made her late master's trident hers, but Eldoris had gotten ahold of it first, and what the king wants, the king gets. 

      The advisors and lords swarmed Eldoris like a school of eager fish, each jostling for better position and offering what thoughts on the human trinkets they figured Eldoris wanted to hear. They would say anything to gain his favor. Ula hated that most about court life: Personal opinions held far less value than a place in the king’s inner circle. 

      Ula didn’t care about the king’s opinion, and she wouldn’t sacrifice her dignity by stroking his ego or catering to his whims. Fortunately, she didn’t have to bow and scrape like those barnacles. She had the greatest protection of all:

      Family. 

      Eldoris reached the table where a black-haired mermaid waited with a small child in her lap. He leaned over to kiss the woman, then scooped the child into his arms, tousling her bright-red hair. “Cordelia, my pearl, have you grown when I wasn’t watching?” Eldoris peppered her face with kisses, eliciting giggles from the girl. 

      Ula swam around the table and took her place beside her sister, Queen Marella. If anyone knew what was going on, it would be her. Eyes trained on the king, Ula grabbed the closest seaweed basket and dumped some food on her oyster shell plate. She leaned over and whispered, “Do you know what he’s planning?”

      A small smile played on Marella’s lips. 

      “Not you, too! So dramatic…” Ula muttered under her breath as she glanced at her plate to see what she’d chosen. Ugh, kelp. “Fine, don’t tell me. When I die from unsated curiosity, you’ll have to live with the guilt.” 

      “Now who’s being dramatic?”

      “I swear he does this for his own amusement, but I never thought he’d convince you to keep things from your own twin. That’s just cruel.”

      “Relax. Eldoris knows what he’s doing.”

      “If you believe that, I have a twelve-legged octopus to sell you.”

      Marella sighed. “Must you always be so negative?”

      “I prefer the term realistic. Besides, you’re too positive. You need me to balance it all out.”

      Though they were identical on the outside, their personalities differed to the point where it was impossible to mix them up. Marella had always been docile and obedient, content to follow instructions in that perfect, demure way. Ula had been the adventurous one, always swimming where she shouldn’t, pushing limits, and turning their parents’ hair grayer by the day. “Why can’t you be more like your sister?” they would ask, exasperated. “That’s like asking a shark why it can’t be more like a flounder,” she’d respond. 

      That ended the conversation. Shark talk always did. 

      Marella adopted a thoughtful look. “Do you ever wonder how different things would have been if you’d been the eldest?”

      “A few minutes only makes you older by technicality.”

      “It’s still true.”

      “You’re right, you’re practically ancient.”

      “Stop it.” Her sister rolled her eyes and nudged har arm playfully. “Just answer the question.”

      “Nerivia would probably be a barren wasteland if our roles were reversed.” Ula reached for a bowl of lobster coral, sprinkling the roe on top of her kelp salad. “I’d have started a dozen wars by now just to escape from the mind-numbing boredom.” 

      “I think it’s exciting.” 

      “Endless pandering is exciting now?” Ula tipped her head toward three enthusiastic lords who had latched onto Eldoris like remoras, eager to slurp up the scraps of his attention. “And all the forced smiles and pretense that you’re not slowly dying inside from all the fake positivity. How can you stand it?” 

      “Oh, it’s not so bad.”

      Ula choked on a bite of kelp. “Not so bad? Remember when Cyrion overheard Eldoris say he wanted to breed jellyfish? The next day, Cyrion filled the council room with a ‘gift’ of dozens of jelly species. Not one advisor escaped being stung!” 

      Marella pressed her lips together to hide a smile and coughed into her hand. “It shows thoughtfulness, even if it wasn’t handled the right way.”

      “Yes, that!” Ula pointed at her. “That’s what I’m talking about! I thank the tides every day that you were born first.” 

      “Even though you’re known as the Queen’s quirky sister who lurks in the shadows and might be an actual witch?”

      “Are you kidding? That’s the biggest perk!”

      “You might want to tone it down a little. Perhaps make an effort to be more sociable. Cordelia climbed into bed with us last night. She was too terrified to sleep because she overheard the cook saying that you were an evil sorceress who steals the souls of children and uses their fins for potions.”

      “Nonsense! I use their livers, not their fins. You’d think it would be easier to spread accurate information to the gossip mongers around here.” 

      Marella’s eyes bulged. “You started the rumor?”

      “How else can I keep her from wandering into my workshop? There are poisons and sharp knives in there for tide’s sake!” Ula shook her head and plucked a shrimp from her sister’s plate. “I love my niece, but she’s too curious for her own good. Really, you should be thanking me.” 

      “You and I are going to have a long talk about what’s appropriate for—”

      Eldoris, who had already handed Cordelia to her nanny, plopped himself down on the coral throne to Marella’s other side. Ula pinned him with a pointed look, which he ignored. He pulled a basket of oysters closer, taking his time to arrange them neatly on his plate. He waited for his closest advisors to take their seats and begin eating before he spoke. Their eyes shined with rapture as they watched him from a state of almost worship. If he asked them to fling themselves out of the sea and onto the shore, they would without a moment’s hesitation. Why did he deserve so much devotion? 

      It was enough to make Ula want to vomit. 

      The sea king leaned forward, elbows resting on the table, his hands splayed in supplication. For a moment, the yammering ceased. “I want you all to imagine a future where merfolk and humans can coexist peacefully.” 

      More than one merperson exchanged confused glances. 

      Ula weighed her words carefully. “And… how would we do that?”

      “It’s simple. We’ll open trade with them. We have all seen the treasures that sink to the ocean floor.” He gestured to the pile of human artifacts. “Consider what we could do with more.” 

      “But, why?” Almar asked, his hand frozen on a basket of diced octopus. 

      “Do you wonder what the measure of a civilized society is, Almar? Is it the size of a territory? Military strength? Is it culture, perhaps?”

      “It… it could be any of those things, Sire.” 

      “Wrong!”

      Almar’s face grew more perplexed by the moment. “Then what—”

      “The true measure of a civilized society,” he paused, dragging the moment out for maximum agony, “is this.” 

      He held a whalebone fork aloft as if it were the greatest treasure the world had ever seen. He was joking, right? 

      “That’s a fork,” Ula said, her voice dripping with scorn. 

      “Exactly! I know you have some unsavory opinions about the humans, Ula. Think what you want, but no human would eat with utensils carved from the bones of allies. The humans who know of us believe we’re no more than animals. With our gills and sharp teeth, it’s no wonder we’re seen as inferior creatures. Add in this,” he twirled the fork between his fingers, “and, well, you can understand why we might need to change our ways to better fit in with the rest of the world.”

      Ula’s stomach bottomed out. “What are you saying?”

      Eldoris cracked an oyster, lifted it to his lips, and swallowed the slimy creature whole. He smacked his lips before turning to her with his signature smile. It wasn’t for her benefit. Scowls and harsh words were cheap when directed her way, though he was careful to never let it show in public. Charisma was a big part of the package, and one that guaranteed his followers adored him and his enemies begrudgingly respected him, even if they wanted nothing more than to plunge that trident through his eyes. 

      Oh, how she could relate. 

      “I propose that we rewrite the law that forbids contact with the humans, reveal ourselves, and propose a mutually beneficial trade agreement as equals.”

      A few of the lords exchanged wide-eyed looks, and Ula could guess what they were thinking: The law existed for a reason. While most merfolk followed the rules and kept themselves safely concealed in the depths, some of the younger, reckless ones would wander off in search of adventure, determined to prove the elders had exaggerated the danger. 

      None returned. 

      And now the king wanted to overturn the law? The kelp salad roiled in her gut. 

      Almar looked as appalled as if someone had bashed him over the head with a turtle shell, but he recovered quickly, brushing away his alarm. “Trade agreements only work if there is something of equal value to exchange. What could we possibly offer the humans in return for their… things.”

      “The ocean is a dangerous place for two-leggers. Storms splinter their ships on the rocks, sending their fishermen to watery graves. We can keep the seas safe for the humans by keeping them out entirely. We will trade them the delicacies they work so hard to collect from our waters.”

      Ula shook her head slowly. “You can’t possibly be serious.”

      “Come now. Think of the possibilities.”

      She ticked them off on her hand as she answered, “Being hunted for sport, dissected for science, having our children captured and displayed in traveling circuses…” Her gaze drifted to Naia who sat alone at the end of the table, hands squeezing her bony upper arms as she rocked back and forth in an invisible current. Her white hair was pulled back in a bun, though a few strands had escaped and floated around her face like an anemone. 

      She had been taken as a child. 

      One day, she’d gone exploring with a group of children. They’d returned in a panic, saying Naia had gotten too close to a boat. She’d gotten tangled in the humans’ nets, and they pulled her onboard. She’d been gone forty years, then one day, she was dumped back into the water without explanation, battered and bleeding. A scouting party had found her and returned her to the palace, where the king offered her a home and protection. Though her physical wounds had healed, she never spoke, and her eyes were vacant as though she were elsewhere, perhaps reliving the horrors she’d experienced. Ula wasn’t sure if Naia was even aware of her surroundings, but she pressed her lips together anyway, regretting bringing the subject up. 

      Ula didn’t want more children to experience what Naia had, and the king’s proposal exposed them to unnecessary risks. 

      But Eldoris laughed like she’d made a hilarious joke and gave her a look that suggested he still saw Ula as a child tagging along after her sister. “I understand your concern, but that’s why this is so important. Once we make contact with the humans and negotiate a treaty, they will leave our waters alone, and our people will be safe.”

      Some of the advisors nodded along, and she knew he was winning them over. She had to stop him. 

      “You’re leveraging most of your claims on the belief that humans will be peaceful, but everything we’ve experienced so far proves the opposite. Can you guarantee our safety?”

      His pleasant expression began to crack, and his jaw tensed. “Are you questioning my authority?”

      She reared back. “Of course not!”

      He pinned her with a stare—a warning. “Then think about this. We can revolutionize our way of life. Just look at what they can offer us.”

      “I am looking. But these things aren’t practical.” Ula gestured to the table. There was no way he could argue against what she had to say. “What use are metal tools if they’ll rust away in a few months or years? Paper will disintegrate instantly. Saltwater will corrode the clothing. It seems like the humans will be getting the greatest benefit. There will be no need for dangerous fishing trips when the merfolk hand-deliver baskets of fish, clams, and shrimp to the docks. What’s the point?”

      “It certainly sounds pointless, unless you factor in…” His eyes glinted, and Ula heard the word as if he’d shouted it at her. 

      Magic. 

      When Yevin died, she’d been left to flounder in her training. She’d managed to piece together what she could from the seaweed scrolls he’d left and had experimented with the rest. But it still wasn’t enough. It would take skill so beyond her level she could only dream to create a spell that could preserve these human trifles underwater. Was he suggesting…? 

      Eldoris gave her a nod so slight no one would notice, but for her, it carried the message. “Whatever you need to create the spell, I can provide. Can I count on you to serve your kingdom through this most important time?” 

      He was offering her everything she wanted. With his support, she could finally grow and become a powerful sorceress Yevin would have been proud to call his apprentice. And then… her eyes fell on the trident leaning against Eldoris’s throne. Then, maybe she could reclaim what was rightfully hers, and she would have the final piece. 

      Wordlessly, she nodded. 

      Satisfied that she wouldn’t be a problem any longer, Eldoris turned to his advisors and lords. Though he spoke, she didn’t hear a word. She sank into her seat, hands sagging in her lap. 

      What had she agreed to? Trading her principles for power… It was everything Yevin believed against. Hadn’t he been the one to tell her magic was an insatiable siren that she must resist if she wanted to advance? 

      Marella touched her arm and whispered, “Are you okay?” 

      Ula dropped her head into her hands. “I don’t know what just happened.”

      “It looks like you’re our official new sorceress.”

      “You can’t tell me you agree with this.”

      “I’ll admit I was nervous from the beginning, but now I believe it’s the proper course. In order to reap the rewards, we must take some risks. In this case, I believe it will create a stronger future for us all.”

      Ula lifted her head and she stared at her sister, horrified. “He’s gotten to you, too. How? How does he do it? I swear he’s bewitched you all, but I know for a fact he hasn’t come to me for spells or potions. Which means he did it on his own somehow. That man could talk a fish into feeding itself to a shark.”

      Marella smiled. “He has a gift. He convinced me to marry him after all.”

      She shot her a wry grin, which abruptly faded. “There’s no way I can talk you out of this?”

      “None.”

      “Then at least promise me you’ll be careful. I couldn’t bear to lose you to one of those two-legged freaks.”

      “I promise. We’ll be perfectly safe on the surface, and we’re taking some of our best guards along.”

      “You’re taking guards to a peaceful trade negotiation?” Ula frowned at her sister. “Won’t that send the wrong message?”

      Marella rolled her eyes. “Such is life. I’ve heard reports of the humans doing the same. It’s common practice between their royalty, just like our own.”

      “Good. That’s something then,” she said, but her insides roiled with a sense of foreboding. Ula watched as Eldoris clapped a merman on the shoulder and let out a bellowing laugh. She never thought she’d see the day where she questioned her sister’s judgement to this extent, and she could only hope she was wrong. “When do you leave?”

      “After the feast. Cordelia is staying with her nanny tonight, but we expect to be back before nightfall.”

      “I’ll wait up for you,” she said, then she pressed her cheek to Marella’s, and the sisters laced their fingers together. 
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      The king and his entourage had left hours ago, and Ula already chewed her nails to the quick. 

      With nothing to do but wait, she escaped into her workshop, hoping the familiar environment would calm the panic that has slowly accumulated from the moment her sister swam out of sight. This was silly. It wasn’t the first time they’d been apart, and it wouldn’t be the last. Soon, Eldoris would dive through the gates in triumph, crowing about his impeccable negotiation skills. 

      So why couldn't she relax?  

      The workshop was a constant comfort and refuge for Ula. She craved solitude like sharks craved blood. Racks of sealed shells filled with ingredients she’d painstakingly collected gleamed at her from the walls. The smooth sandstone worktable felt cool beneath her fingertips. 

      She should be working. Assuming successful negotiations, she would be expected to produce a spell to protect the products of their new trade relations from the harsh ocean environment. It could take months. Years, even. All the more reason to start now. 

      So why couldn’t she find the motivation? 

      It wasn’t long before she heard commotion from the halls. Were they back? The tension drained from her shoulders. 

      Then she heard the screaming. 

      Alarmed, she swam to the doorway. Tyelle, a younger merman who worked in the kitchens, swam into view, catching himself on the doorframe before he hurtled past. His eyes were wide with fear. “Sharks!” 

      Ula’s breath hitched in her throat and the weight of the water threatened to crush her. The war with the sharks had spanned centuries and only ended when King Murdoch, Eldoris’s father, died driving them back across the ravine and securing the borders of Nerivia. The victory had unified a fractured kingdom and solidified Eldoris’s claim as the sea king. The cost had been steep: Ula’s father died in the war, as had her other father figure, Yevin. 

      She pictured Yevin, alone, surrounded by a shiver of at least one hundred sharks. His whitened knuckles gripped the trident as he spun magic faster and more powerfully than she’d ever seen, commanding the very waves to obey his call. 

      The sea had turned red when he fell. 

      “How many? Where?” she demanded of Tyelle, hoping for fewer than three. 

      “At least two dozen. They’ve breached the outer walls.”

      She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes. “The guards?”

      “Most went with the king and queen. They only left a small pocket of reinforcements here. Everyone has retreated into the palace or their homes, and we’re spread too thin to hold them back for long.”

      “Any word from the king?”

      “None. They might have been cut off by the assault.” He swallowed. “Unless the king returns within the next few minutes, the sharks will force themselves inside. It will be a slaughter.”

      Without another word, Ula slammed the door in his face. Her brain whirred with thoughts. How could they have gotten past the defenses so quickly? She’d prepared many of them personally. She swam over to her shelves and started pulling shells down as fast as she could. She dumped them on her worktable and grabbed a clean cauldron. She started mixing potions in, forcing her trembling hands to be steady. She couldn’t afford to lose her nerve now. Everyone in the palace depended on her. There was no one else.

      Where were they? 

      Ula gave the mixture a stir and grabbed a basket of moon snail shells. She ladled the mixture into the shells and stopped them with clay, before carefully bundled them in a satchel she looped over her shoulder. She hesitated for a moment. This would either be the greatest accomplishment of her life so far, or she would die. 

      Strangely, that made her feel better. 

      She swam as fast as she could toward the palace gates. The palace was made from a combination of carved stone and coral that had been nurtured and woven around it to create a work of art. Intentional gaps allowed for light and water currents. Unfortunately, that meant the defenses were lacking when it came to the sharks, who were smaller than some of these gaps. Ula made a mental note that this would have to be remedied. It was apparent the palace had grown complacent over the years. 

      Ula liked to think herself brave, but her heart stuttered when she saw the shiver of sharks circling overhead. Every now and then, one would dive suddenly, searching for a gap large enough to squeeze through. Her plan could work, but Ula would have to do something suicidal. 

      She’d have to let them in. 

      She shoved her way past the two guards cowering behind the doors. “Swim for cover. Gather the women and children in the inner rooms. Protect them with your lives.”

      Then she shoved the doors open. 

      The guards stared at her, gaping at what she’d just done. Ignoring them, Ula plucked a broken shell from her bag and pierced the back of her hand, allowing the blood to seep into the water around them. The sharks noticed quickly, then turned as one and dove for the open doors. The guards shrieked and bolted further into the palace. 

      Ula pressed herself against the inner wall, out of sight, though she knew that wouldn’t matter once the sharks zeroed in on the scent of blood. 

      Smaller sharks filled the space, their movements becoming erratic. The blood was doing what she’d hoped—providing a distraction. She chanced a peek outside, looking for their general—a fifteen-foot monster covered with scars from old battles. He was the same one she remembered from her childhood nightmares. 

      He was the one who killed Yevin. 

      And Ula had let him. 

      He didn’t dart about in a frenzy at the smell of blood. He stalked closer, each movement planned. For this to work, she needed him to enter the palace too, but time was running out. A smaller shark snapped at her and she flung herself out of the way. 

      Time was up. 

      Without taking out their leader, she wouldn’t defeat them for good, but perhaps a message was all she needed. One strong enough to send them scurrying back to their side of the ravine. 

      She wondered if Eldoris’s plan to make peace with the humans had anything to do with the threat of the sharks. Perhaps the humans would agree to fight alongside them. 

      Either way, it wouldn’t matter to Ula if she died here. 

      Giving the monster one last look, she pulled one of the prepared shells from her bag and tossed it at the nearest shark, counting on the beast’s nature to do the rest. Sure enough, he bit down and crushed the container between his teeth. 

      Green liquid burst out, dissipating into the water. Ula spared a moment for a triumphant grin before ducking inside and slamming the door behind her. It would take a few minutes for the potion to render the sharks unconscious, and then the guards could safely dispose of them. Using their bodies as projectile weapons against the general would be appropriate. Poetic, even. 

      The little voice in the back of her head wondered if the king and queen had been delayed by the sharks, but she brushed it off immediately. The guards they brought could have guided them around the sharks with no trouble at all. 

      Several hours later, when moonglow shimmered on the surface of the waves, a shout came from the gates. Ula shot up from her perch and swam out to meet them, her relief morphing into horror. 

      The king cradled Marella in his arms, a cloud of blood trailing behind her. Ula gasped at the sight of the harpoon jutting out from her abdomen just above the place where skin met scales. Her stomach dropped to the sea floor at the trickle of blood. 

      Had it been gushing the whole time she would be dead by now. How did this happen? 

      Eldoris brushed past her, not even pausing while he barked, “Ula, now!”

      She snapped into action and followed him through the palace to her workshop. Only hours ago, she had been desperate to save her people from attack. Now she worked with a feverous intensity that would have scared her if she weren’t too focused to notice. 

      Marella had gone so pale she more resembled a corpse than a living, breathing person. Ula took shell after shell from the shelves and piled them on the worktable. Eldoris grabbed her upper arm. He leaned down and growled, “Save her.”

      She nodded and swallowed the lump in her throat. “How did this happen?” she shot over her shoulder as she furiously mixed new ingredients into a fresh cauldron. 

      Eldoris was so quiet she wondered if he’d even heard. When she glanced over, he was bent over his wife, face flooded with grief and regret. His hand shook as it clutched hers. “The humans were waiting at the docks. It was an ambush. They netted off the harbor, trapping us inside. They didn’t even let us talk before they started firing their harpoons. We lost half the guards, and the bay ran red.” 

      Her hand gripped the edges of the cauldron so tightly she was sure it would break. “How did you escape?”

      “I used the trident to rip through the nets. They shot Marella in the back as we were swimming away.” He turned to Ula, tears streaming down his face. “You must save her.”

      She swallowed. “I’ll try.”

      “No!” He grabbed her by the throat and slammed her against the wall, suffocating her gills. The coral bit into her back and tore scales from her tail. “That’s not good enough. You will save her, or else.”

      How dare he? 

      Hadn’t she warned him against dealing with the humans? She told him it was a bad idea, but he ignored her and did whatever he wanted, as usual. He’d set himself up as an all-knowing god in his own mind. But this time, her sister would pay the price. 

      She met his gaze, allowing her loathing to bleed through. Enough was enough. “This never would have happened if you had listened to me!”

      It was the wrong thing to say. His eyes flashed and his grip tightened on her throat. 

      “You. Will. Save. Her.” His grip constricted with each word.

      The king’s intentions were clear: He would kill Ula if she failed. Wordlessly, she nodded. What else could she do? Her eyes flicked to her sister’s unconscious form. Every moment the king wasted in this pointless power play hurt Marella’s chances of survival. All she wanted was to save her. Too much time had passed already.

      Eldoris stared her down for a long moment. Then, his grip loosened, and Ula sank to the ocean floor. She took a moment to suck in some deep breaths, then she grabbed a shell filled with pain relieving potion and hurried to her sister’s side. The wound had puckered around the harpoon, angry and red. Even if she managed to remove it without causing more damage, the sharp barbs would shred her sister’s insides. 

      She cradled Marella’s neck and tipped her head back, trickling the liquid into her mouth, massaging her neck to get her to swallow. She wasn’t sure if she was in any pain, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She took a deep breath. 

      “Brace her on her side.” 

      For once, Eldoris did as she instructed. Ula leaned closer to inspect the wound. The harpoon’s barbed tip had gone clean through, but the shaft was still embedded in her, just below her navel. She could see no alternative but to pull it through as carefully as possible. And quickly. Marella grew paler by the second, her skin turning ashen gray. If it weren’t for the soft fluttering of her gills, Ula would have believed her already dead. “Hold her still. Don’t let her move at all.”

      Ula grabbed the shaft and pulled, gagging as it made a muffled suction sound. Blood trickled faster. Marella moaned and Eldoris pressed his forehead to hers, saying, “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” as if it were a prayer.  

      Ula braced a hand on Marella’s abdomen, twisting the shaft as she pulled harder. With a gruesome slurp, it tore free, releasing more blood into the water. She opened a shell of antiseptic cream and rubbed the contents over the wound, then she pressed a handful of seaweed against it to staunch the bleeding. 

      Memories of Yevin bleeding out on the seafloor came flooding back. Though he was their greatest sorcerer—able to command the water, bend the rocks to his will, and crush boats beneath the waves—he’d been overwhelmed by superior numbers. Even his power was unable to prevent the sharks from tearing through his defenses and his flesh. After the battle, word spread of the black-haired apprentice who worked tirelessly to save her master. What they hadn’t known was that she’d let him die out of spite. 

      She could have saved him. Then again, Yevin could have accepted her help and treated her like a true apprentice, training her for the day she inherited the trident. 

      By letting him die, the trident would be hers. 

      Was this her punishment for that choice? 

      Marella moaned as Ula pressed harder on the wound, growing more desperate by the second. Her eyes fixed on her cauldron. Eldoris had intervened before she could finish the potion that would speed her sister’s healing. Now it was too late. Blood poured out beneath her hands, and with a final shudder, Marella went still. Her tail hung limp off the table. 

      Ula pressed a hand to her mouth and backed away. 

      “Why are you stopping?” Eldoris demanded. “Help her!”

      “I… I’m…” I’m sorry. She’s gone. The words lodged in her throat, as if saying them out loud would make them true. But that was impossible. How could Marella be… She couldn’t even think the word.  A knot formed in her stomach and her heart shattered. 

      “No! She can’t be gone!”

      Ula shook her head, unable to believe it. 

      Eldoris bared his pointed teeth and Ula had a vision of him ripping her throat out. “Bring her back!”

      “I can’t,” she said, completely numb. “No one can bring back the… The dead.” Ula forced herself to say the word this time.

      “Then I have no more use for you.”

      The lack of emotion in his voice raised Ula’s alarm. Eldoris swam toward the door and for a moment, she thought he was going to leave. Instead, he reached for the trident and pointed it at her. 

      “What are you doing?” She raised her hands in front of her, as if that would offer some sort of protection. “Eldoris…”

      “For years I’ve tolerated you because of my love for my wife. Without her, you are nothing.” His voice cracked. “You couldn’t even save her.”

      “I tried. I—"

      “You didn’t save her!” 

      Her heart thudded in her chest. She wanted to scream that it was his fault she was dead. That if he’d only listened to her, Marella would still be here. But it was clear the king was beyond reason. “I loved her too.” Loved. Past tense. Grief threatened to crush her. “She wouldn’t want this.”

      “You don’t get to speak for her, witch!”

      Before she could register what was happening, the trident emitted a yellow light from its tips, which condensed at a central point, and shot toward her in a beam. Ula’s vision went blank but for a sheet of solid gold, and pain like she’d never experienced coursed through her body. Was this what dying felt like? Maybe she could ask her sister soon. 

      Eldoris stood over her, staring down coldly at her writhing on the floor. “It’s a crime that you look so much like her. I suppose that’s to be expected of twins. But you should know you lack everything that made her beautiful.”

      She wanted to scream at him, but the pain stole her voice until it erupted in a single scream that shook the ocean. She’d never experienced fire except for hearing about it in tales, but now she could imagine what it felt like to be burned. Her tail split from the bottom and fractured into eight pieces. She could feel them elongating and stretching, suction cups forming on the bottoms of each section as they morphed into tentacles. Her glossy black hair faded until it was bleached white as a pearl. 

      She laid on the floor, too exhausted to move. Her chest heaved and she clutched at the rocks below. 

      “I wanted to kill you,” Eldoris said dispassionately, “but I couldn’t. I cursed you instead, so now everyone who looks at you will see what you really are. A witch, evil and deformed. Consider this a mercy. You are exiled from Nerivia, and if you ever set foot inside my borders, I will not hesitate to finish what I started.”
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      12 years later. 

       

      Ula reclined in her cave, tentacles curling around the rocks that furnished her new home. 

      Thanks to the rumors of a sea witch taking up residence on the outskirts of Nerivia, business had been booming. Merfolk came from all around to trade favors for her magic. Nothing was too taboo to request. People were more willing to indulge their secret desires when they thought they were dealing with a monster. 

      Eldoris might have thought he’d broken her, but in fact, he’d created her. 

      It took exile for Ula to truly learn what motivates people: Power. And thanks to Eldoris, she finally had enough power to do anything she wanted. 

      And right now, she wanted to make the sea king pay. 

      He had taken her sister, so now she would take someone he loved. 

      Ula watched his daughter through the scrying mirror, her bright red hair trailing after her as she explored a sunken ship. After Marella's death, Eldoris expressly forbade all contact with humans. He destroyed any human relics he found, making it a crime to possess them. Unbeknownst to him, Cordelia had inherited his love of humans. What would Eldoris do if he knew his daughter was fantasizing about a human prince?

      Oh, the irony was too much. 

      She would take his daughter, take his trident, and then, when he had nothing left, she would finally destroy him.
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      The smoke and brimfire wasn’t as hot as I had expected, but the smell of sulfur was worse than I had dreamt. Open craters encased dancing flames while a river of lava ran nearby. I had never seen the substance before but had heard of it plenty when I was forced to study overseas as a young man.

      I slowly walked among the dead trees and shrubs that gave one something else to look at aside from the dusty landscape, trying to get my bearings.

      “Welcome,” a voice cackled.

      I turned, not surprised to find a demon. “Weren’t you supposed to protect me?” I coldly demanded.

      The creature cackled. It’s part man, part black stone nightmare, of a face glimmered like hot coals. “We were to protect you in battle. Riding home is not a battle.”

      It cackled loudly as similar creatures popped up. None looked familiar to me. The bits of faces of the people they once were that stood out around the sedimentary rock could have been anyone. Some had horns. Some had more or less coal on their figures, but as a whole, they were the same. They lacked morals, a soul, and wit.

      “It is the end of a battle. I demand to speak with my contract holder.”

      The demons cackled madly, teeth glowing in the flashes of fire around us for several moments before they all vanished.

      I wish I could say that surprised me, but it did not. Nor did it bother me. None of this really came to me as a shock, aside from being backstabbed and murdered in my sleep so close to home. I wasn’t exactly sure what made my men turn on me. They weren’t innocent either. The lot of them fought alongside the demons to destroy the Adladton army.

      The drunken fools stumbled into my tent en masse. I was sure if it had been a smaller group I could have fought them off. . Since that was not the case, it appeared I had earned a one-way ticket to one of the lowest realms.

      I walked for some time, trifle thoughts coursing through my mind. The scenery didn’t change much from place to place. Neither did the overcast sky. Time was impossible to tell. I briefly wondered when my family would hear of my death. Would they punish the soldiers for their treachery or would they instantly go soft without my guidance? Finding my contract holder should help with something. They had failed me after all. For now, I pressed onward.

      I didn’t tire, nor hunger, but as I moved I felt something odd. As if I was fading, but nothing seemed to be changing about me. My hands looked the same, as did my legs. My face felt normal. The wounds I should have had from my death weren’t there, but the bloodstains from them still covered my clothes.

      The ground quaked under my feet unexpectedly and I barely had a moment to jump back before a crack in front of me shifted. A swift moment later, it split wide and long as fire shot out. Ghostly figures screamed from its depths for a moment before fading into nothing, vanishing with the smoke from the flames as if they were never there at all. Their haunting cries seemed to go on for several moments too long before all that could be heard was the crackling fire.

      “At least that feels like what Hell should be,” I muttered to myself.

      I changed direction to walk along the new path of fire to see how long it went. There was nothing more to do, and I wondered if this was what my eternity would be.

      The more I wandered, the more I finally started to see signs that did provoke thoughts of Hell. Demons stabbed into the fire with swords and pitchforks, causing screaming souls to rise up and vanish. Some were successfully stabbed through, making the demons have to flick and shove them off the blade before they faded from existence. The screams always lasted several seconds after they faded away.

      Truthfully, it was the most interesting aspect of this realm. I eventually gave up following the fire and watched the demons work. They cackled, enjoying the agony of the tortured souls. I stared for a moment, curiosity getting the better of me. I had a physical form, but they did not. Was that something I would become, or were they like that for other reasons.

      “You’ll be joining soon,” one said, pointing its saber at me, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “No thank you, poking spirits looks rather dull,” I replied, crossing my arms.

      The demons around it turned to chuckle at my response.

      “You’re not worthy enough to do such things. You’ll roast with the rest of them.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I think not.”

      They cackled. “You think you know.”

      “In fact, I do not. I know nothing here. I will learn though, and I will be more powerful than you.” It wasn’t hard to keep my voice even. I was a fast learner and had been all my life.

      Meetings with warlords and other kingdoms sounded like this all the time. It was rather dull to see the under realms was just a reiteration of that. The scent of rotten eggs was the sharpest difference, and even that wasn’t a huge change.

      “I like this one,” a gravelly voice said from behind me.

      I turned to glance at the multi-horned creature. “Ah, someone who looks useful. I need to find the demon who failed their contract with me. It’s an ugly fellow. Four and a half horns, the half missing on the left side. One of the eyes looks more like an orange than coal.”

      The demon studied me for a moment before chuckling softly. “Aye, I know the one.”

      It placed it’s hand on me and a moment later we were transported somewhere. I couldn’t tell how far away we traveled. There wasn’t a huge shift in scenery but it didn’t matter. A few feet away was just the demon I was looking for.

      “There you are, you worthless creature.” I marched over to it.

      The demon took one look at me before stabbing me in the gut with its claw.

      I didn’t feel anything so I didn’t react. Instead, I focused on the conversation. “You failed your contract. How am I dead?”

      It gave me an annoyed look and said much the same the other had said. “The victory was yours, you stupid man. You couldn’t get yourself home.”

      “A battle is never over until you’ve reached home,” I countered. “Ambushes and fights can break out and continue at any point.”

      “Those are new fights. Humans want more than they can handle.” It removed its claw and I felt a wave of pain.

      I collapsed to the ground for several moments gasping in pain, but I could already feel the injury healing of its own accord. Well now, this was a useful trait. Death was kinder than I had expected.

      “Demons can’t fathom what a real battle is,” I retorted, pushing myself up the second I had enough breath to do so.

      “We know more about battles than you.” It stabbed into the ground, but I didn’t flinch away from the show of power. “You live once, we’re here forever. Constantly showing you scum how to do things right.”

      “If you could do things right, I’d still be alive.”

      The demon that brought me here cackled loudly. “You think you can do better huh?”

      “I know I can.” I had zero doubt about that. If I had a lick of their fancy magic, it wouldn’t be a problem at all.

      “Mazdar don’t waste your time,” the other demon said.

      “You failed me, your opinion no longer matters,” I said to it.

      Mazdar cackled. “What do they call you?”

      “King Ramulus the Third.” Death did not remove that title from me.

      Mazdar howled with laughter. “Ramulus. We shall see what you can do.”

      “King Ramulus,” I corrected.

      “You are nothing here. Not even a demon. You have a long way to go fail-ing,” the demon who failed me spat.

      I turned my attention to Mazdar. “You seem to be the only one with a lick of intelligence around here. What do I need to do?”

      It didn’t take any sense to know I had peeved the other demon. I dodged with each swipe as it tried to slash me once, twice, and ducked a third strike before Mazdar punched it in the face.

      “The demon of fire is slow on the draw. Maybe it should practice less magic.” Mazdar laughed, clamping a hand on my shoulder, whisking us away.

      We appeared at the edge of a lava pool. Scorpion like creatures emerged from the riverbed and crawled across the ground. They were likely best left untouched. Something about them screamed that they would cause long-lasting pain, and I did not have time for that. Ignoring them I realize that moving away from my contract holder wasn’t the move I was going for. Time was of the essence here.

      “What was that for?” I demanded of Mazdar. “He needs to give me my life back.”

      Mazdar howled with laughter. The sound echoed and scratched my senses like nails on a chalkboard. “Him? No. He’s a demon. I’m a demon. You are a fail-ing with nothing to your being. Only a Creator can undo the damage. And guess what? They’re dead.”

      “They can’t be worth much if they’re dead,” I pointed out.

      “They get reborn.” Mazdar waved off my comment. “Or something of that nature. The point is, you’re dead. You ain’t getting your body back. You want to suffer?” He motioned vaguely. “Enjoy. You want to do something? Drop the attachment to the mortal realm. You can have power. You can do much. You might be half clever enough to join my plans.”

      “Half clever? You underestimate me.”

      “We’ll see.” He chuckled. “You wanted war, you got the demon of fire. You want plans? You get me.”

      “War is plans.”

      Mazdar chuckled. “Is it? What is to become of your kingdom?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have an answer. Eventually, my son was to take over. My advisors would see to that. Would they? It was unlikely my wife would allow for the right influences. She was a weak queen. Too innocent of heart. Too meek and easy to silence.

      “Now that we’ve agreed on your initial failure, do you want power? Or do you want to slowly rot into nothing and join the rivers of useless souls?”

      “You’re conceited.”

      “I’m much older than you by several hundred years.”  Mazdar clicked his tongue. “Conceited doesn’t exist. I am just right.”

      He was likely right, but who was foolish enough to simply say that? “How do we begin this?” I asked instead.

      Mazdar motioned toward the steadily flowing lava. “Jump in.”

      “No. That’ll destroy me.” I had no doubt of that.

      “You’re correct. That form of yours needs to be destroyed.”

      “And you just expect me to trust a demon?” I scoffed.

      “It worked out fantastically the first time, didn’t it?” He howled with laughter. “But now you’ve no choice. Likely exactly how you ended up making a bargain to begin with.”

      I wanted to wipe the smirk right off his face but had no means to do so. Yet. Despite him being a demon, there was nothing more I could do but in this matter trust him.

      Without another thought, I let myself fall back into the lava.
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      To say the transformation hurt was an understatement. Even death hadn’t been as painful. The stabbing, drowning, gasping for breath was unfathomable and then gone the second I opened my eyes again. The force binding me to this realm changed. It burned my flesh and bones, every fiber voicing it’s immense pain in a long song before stopping. When I came to, the lava had cooled and was solid ground once more. I knew everything was different even before opening my eyes.

      I glanced at my arms as I sat up and looked down. Gone away were those pesky blood-stained garments and instead was flesh and coal. Everything went from feeling like sweltering heat to room temperature. My body didn’t feel as solid as it looked. It felt molten, able to shift, move, and change like the lava I had fallen into.

      During the last battle I fought, I remembered the demons changing their hands to spears and claws and willed mine to do the same. It was easy, natural, like breathing in and out.

      “I see you’ve caught on,” Mazdar said, causing me to turn.

      “There isn’t much to it.” I stood and faced him, willing my hand to retake its form. “Now that the ceremony is over and the body is gone, can we move on to something less scolding?”

      “Why the rush? We have time, and you have no plans.”

      I wanted nothing more than to wipe the smirk off his charcoal face. For now, I would play his game. “I have plenty of plans. First is to learn what I can do and find out how to surpass the demon who failed me.”

      Mazdar laughed. “Now that is a good starting plan, but then what?”

      “You said the Creators come back. I will find them, and force them to change me back.”

      “How narrow-minded. It would work better if you focused on the bigger picture.”

      I stared at the demon for a long moment before it dawned on me. “Ah, yes. There would be that pesky death thing to deal with again. What could be worth it here? Do demons even have an actual higher power?”

      “Not exactly. There are those who are strong and those who can be corralled into doing your bidding. The higher powers? Those are the ancients. There is no gainsaying them. They aren’t from this plane originally. But-” He smirked widely. “I have plans.”

      “And they are?”

      “It would be a waste of time to tell you now. Prove you can live a few years. Gain strength and power. Then we can talk.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Easy. Since all I have is time now. So tell me, how does one gain power?”

      “Contracts.” Mazdar clamped a hand on my shoulder and unlike the last two times we traveled, it took longer.

      For several moments it felt as if I had gone liquid, my form molten and shifting. When we stopped we were in a forest that looked far more like the scenery I was familiar with.

      “Shaudrey?” I cleared my throat, the trip making it feel oddly dry. Why were we back in the mortal realm? Did they wander aimlessly for contracts and power?

      “Listen. Form yourself into the air, and follow the pleas.”

      It would appear any sort of training was ‘figure it out’. Thankfully, that was my specialty. It wasn’t hard to figure out. Wanting to have talons and claws was as easy as willing it, and so was wanting to be unseen, gone in the air.

      I found it easier to hear. All of a sudden words from all over were coming to me. The pleas and desperation were intoxicating. Like a good strong mead. Nothing was exactly right though. I listened for a long moment before one caught my attention.

      I’d do anything to survive. Just let me live.

      The wind carried me to the voice and I found I was able to easily observe the situation. A man laid on the ground, covered in leaves and dirt. His leg was broken in two spots, the bone protruding from the shin. Blood covered his face. Scanning the area, I could hear much going on in the distance.

      In an instant, I was there. Bandits were going through wagons, their victims lay dead or nearly so among the wreckage.

      I willed myself back to the man. I had no idea how to form a contract. Was it created simply by speaking? Binding with magic as words were said? Mazdar was by my side after I spent a moment considering the options.

      “How do I do this?” I asked him. There was no point in trying to guess if the answer was right here.

      “Ask what he needs, try and get a contract from him,” Mazdar replied.

      “And how do I complete it?”

      “Whatever means you can come up with,” Mazdar answered.

      The lackluster nature of it all was dissatisfying.

      Willing myself whole, I appeared in front of the mortal. He cowered at the sight of me, eyes wide in fear as he tried to move backward through the mud and grime.

      As I tried to speak I found my throat didn’t work the same here, the cords gravely and hard to work with. “What do you desire?” It wasn’t how I normally sounded, but I accepted it. This form would take getting used to.

      The man swallowed hard but regained his composure as he tried to inch back away from me. The pain shot through his leg. “Kill the bandits.”

      A slow smile spread across my face. That would be easy. “The bandits will be dead. I just need your soul.”

      The man seemed to think twice of it for a moment until he heard the commotion start to come our way. The loudness of the bandits as they followed the trail of blood was easy to hear. They knew their target was heavily wounded. His dragging tracks displayed it for all to see.

      “I’ll do it, it’s yours. Just let me live,” the man cried, his voice hitting an unnatural octave from fear.

      I felt a rush of power go through me. Like the wind, I vanished and moved to the end of the bandit line. Making myself whole, I turned my arm into a spear and stabbed through the back of his ribs, before moving on to the next. The men turned around as they heard their comrade choking on his own blood.

      I only let them glimpse me for a second before repeating my actions and getting the one at the far end. With only two left, I let them flee. There was something fun about pursuing them when I could move far faster than them. I let them gain distance, let their lungs burn with exhaustion and fear before appearing again, ending their lives.

      As the last one fell, Mazdar appeared at my side. “There are two ways to collect the soul. You cannot kill him yourself. The balance the Creators made won’t allow it. We’ve tried to find ways around it.”

      “But you can kill him?” It was more of a statement.

      “No, but I can push him toward the edge. As can you. The action cannot kill him though.”

      “What a waste of time.” I frowned. The man didn’t stand much of a chance anyway if he didn’t happen upon a healer. “It would be a shame if his supplies were damaged. There’s plenty in the forest so destroying them wouldn’t be a cause of death.”

      Mazdar chuckled darkly. “And that is how the game is played.”
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      Time passed differently when you didn’t need to rest, food, nor drink. Gaining souls and power was slow, tedious. Once I figured out how to travel the realms it got easier, but there were frequent complications. Being whole and not hidden in the shadows was like setting a flare on me. My magic present in the human realm signed to some groups that I was close, causing me to have to retreat.

      “They called themselves the Blessed,” Mazdar explained from the safety of the lower realms.

      “What a stupid name for demon slayers. What makes them ‘blessed’?”

      “Angel pacts and blood,” Mazdar continued. “Don’t be fooled, they steal souls all the same. Their gifts just work differently. If it’s a war you want, that is where the constant battle is.”

      “Who can swallow up the most power through souls?” It didn’t seem far fetched.

      “Exactly.” He chuckled. “They used the Blessed as minions to try and take us down. If we take the Blessed down they don’t fret. They get the souls after all. If we don’t kill them, they continue to stalk us, hunt us mercilessly.”

      “Do they know that?” Why go through the work of hunting demons when it didn’t matter in the end.

      “Does it matter?” Mazdar laughed. “They do know. You can’t gain a soul without the agreement after all. They just think it’s going somewhere pleasant.”

      “Is it fire and brimstone as well?”

      “No. It turns into water as you work your way up.”

      That didn’t sound any better. Avoiding them wasn’t too hard. The Blessed only found demons when they were dumb. Or when demons were new. Mazdar had mentioned to mind my surroundings, for there were those who could kill me. I had laughed it off. With speed, magic, and claws, what was there to fear?

      Then Safarnic insisted on staying behind to capture more souls after a very successful discovery of a militia forming. They wanted to go against the duke, we were more than willing to provide them with power.

      The souls were already ours but Safarnic believed we’d be able to lure more in. If I had learned anything from shadowing Mazdar it was that you get out once your task was done. Safarnic had been doing this for several decades more than me, so I was curious to see the differences in technique. If it helped me gain souls faster, a little risk was worth the prize.

      A small group of mortals near our group decided to see what the encampment was up to. When it was clear they also didn’t like the duke, they joined. Safarnic was right, this was worth investigating, but at what point do you take advantage of newcomers? These felt different, holding powerful magic in their own right.

      Safarnic hissed as they were allowed to join, and cornered the militia leader claiming that the group needed to go, they would destroy everyone's plans. As soon as he was whole I saw the group out of humans perk up and instantly rush over, weapons drawn. I attempted to fight against them, but Safarnic was taken out in such a way I disengaged and fled. They were on me at any point I tried to reemerge.

      I quickly found that their magic was very different. Sensing them would help with future planning. I wondered how many demons were needed to take on groups. The more questions that arose, the better I was able to plan. Going from place to place, traveling to steal souls, and sow chaos was far more fun than setting up something in one area. Safarnic was stupid to stay. Let the humans deal with the problem they created as soon as these ‘Blessed’ were present.

      I saw the desire to do so, why one would want a group established. It was easier to gather a following, to corrupt more souls as everything slowly built up. One missed step always led to their demise. A slain demon lost their souls. Both vanished without a trace. Something about being recycled, about a spirit realm. A place where neither demons nor angels could reside, that we actually passed through getting to the mortal surface.

      It was hard to believe in with no proof.

      I didn’t waste my time or thoughts on it, though my mind did wander as my power grew. I decided it was worth a glimpse to see what had become of the kingdom I created. The vast expanse of land would be hard to look after, but I had set out how to do so, laid down the groundwork and plans. Were my wishes being met? I doubted it, and I quickly saw I was right to.

      Advisors wanted to break up the kingdom, sell parts to lands that lost it. My son was too young to rule yet, my wife too soft to keep all the power. The other children were too young to play much of a part just yet. I was curious to see my youngest, I had never met the child.

      The contract bore from the demon was corrupted since I had died so soon. Despite knowing it wasn’t done properly there was no way to change it, I was dead. The small girl was cursed, soul hanging on by a thread. If I had made it home, the contract holder would have won out on it. I wondered what her curse was, but didn’t much care. She was holding me back. This being who could barely reason with life or make any decisions for herself was holding me back.

      How disgusting. Her soul was one missing piece in the puzzle that made it harder to rise in the ranks. Since there was a small technicality with her lingering, holding on to life, it took extra effort to turn souls into power. Not that I wasn’t up to the challenge. Still, watching her run along the wall with her sister was too amusing not to mess with. For a moment I made myself whole and willed the stones to be slick.

      I watched as the child nearly fell, her sister grabbing her arm. To my surprise, I got to see first hand how her curse worked. The fiery death was all internal. Her sister, my Elena, stood no chance. Maybe my attention needed to be focused more on these cursed ones. Stealing away souls from others' failures was far more fun an idea than not.

      “It takes too much time,” Mazdar argued, annoyed by the suggestion when I caught up with him.

      “What do we have but time?”

      I liked being in the under realms. It was easier to talk here but the scenery was less than stimulating. The more power I gained, the easier I found speaking normally among the mortals.

      “A plan,” Mazdar said. “I’ve found news of how to close access to the spirit realm. We’ll need to build up actual minions. Brute force with no brains that’ll do as they are told.”

      “Those aren’t hard to find.”

      Mazdar gave a single nod. “Indeed. We’ll need a lot. To stop losing souls and being able to force them over to us will be very beneficial. We may even be able force things closed for the angels.”

      Now he was speaking my language. “And then we’d have the realms to ourselves. That is a long game to play.”

      “As you’ve said, we have time. It’ll be a challenge, but in time, we can make that happen.” Mazdar said.

      “Then what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I was surprised he was being so short-sighted. “The demons rule all. Then what? All souls belong to us. No matter who slays the human, it’ll come our way.”

      “Ah.” Mazdar nodded. “This isn’t the first world the higher demons have been to. They’ve manipulated realms around worlds for a long time. I’ve always assumed once this realm is conquered, we move on to the next.”

      “Now that is worth pursuing.” I wondered if the angels would follow, what other creatures there would be to defeat. A new battle, far off, but still on the horizon.
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      Gathering souls was slow and tedious, but finding idiots to do the leg work for me wasn’t hard.

      “Sir,” a cackling underling called me.

      I was busy, in a sense, gazing into the river of spirits, the ghosts too afraid to become demons cowering under the waves of molten land, poking at them occasionally to hear their pained screams.

      “Yes?” I glanced at the low-level demon, a name coming to mind after a solid moment. “What do you need Artis?”

      “We have them assembled.”

      “So soon? Good.” Time moved differently here than it did above. It was easy to lose track.

      I followed him to the base realm. These underlings were expendable, and a good thing they were. The amount of dark magic in this area was bound to get attention from the Blessed in short order. If they weren’t already on their way, I would be surprised.

      “Mortals,” I said, appearing whole in front of a group of cloaked travelers. They looked rough, dirty, caked in a week's worth of travel but not the worst I had seen.

      “Master.” They bowed their heads, going down on one knee.

      “We’ve done as you commanded,” one said. “Several of the villages are attacking magic users. We have a hamlet that is steadily growing with those who loathe those beings.”

      “Perfect. The discord you’ve sown will be rightfully rewarded.” A slow smile spread across my face. “What do you wish to wield?”

      The mortal looked up, much too pleased with himself and his work. “You’ve given me much added magic, Master. I only request one final thing.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him or would have if they still existed on my coal outlined face. “And what would that be?”

      This request had come from many before. Usually, it was power, a leadership position, something that was easy to give the illusion of. Something that still wouldn’t satisfy them, making them work until the Blessed picked them off one by one. Better them than us. Their souls would join our ranks and if they weren’t cowards, they would take a demon form.

      The man straightened to look at me clearly, his comrades looking less certain at this series of events, ready to flee.

      “I’ve realized you can’t give me more,” he admitted. “You can give me mortal power. You can give me land. You can command others to follow and respect me. You cannot give me your power. I want that. How do I wield fire and fear like you?”

      I cackled, far too amused by how serious he was. “You want this power? It is yours, but it will take time to get. To get it, you must die.”

      “That will take no time to get.” The man stood and pulled out his sword.

      I liked the bravado but shook my head. “Good, but patience. You want it? You will get there, but first, we need someone of your strength and stature to complete things. Someone not afraid to die and with everything to gain if they fail.”

      The man nodded. “Very well. How can I further aid you?”

      “The winds say the King is sending a guard to start taking down those towns we have built up. Stall them, destroy them if you can. Perhaps you’ll be clever enough to take down the commander in chief of the guard.”

      “What if, in taking him down, we stage it as a kidnapping? Lure out the royals and weaken the kingdom. You said this was for greater discord for a later plan. That should aid it well.”

      I smiled down at the man, a low gravel chuckle echoing through me. “Very good. That is your mission. Kurtar will assist you.”

      The man nodded before turning and leaving, understanding the unspoken dismissal. The extra demonic aid I had given him made his plan easier to accomplish. It would be riskier, giving the Blessed a more noticeable trail, but the man was ready to die regardless. His comrades stared at me for a moment, unsure and acutely terrified before I waved them off. The swiftness of their departure showed they weren’t going to be of much use in the long run.

      I returned to the under realms to find Mazdar. He wasn’t hard to locate. The power he had was a beacon for any looking.

      “Things are going better than planned,” I stated, relaying the information.

      Mazdar nodded. “Good, we’re not far from tearing down the gates now. It would appear the biggest problem on the human side is that there are those who can make spirits cross one way or another. I’ve been having them trailed to find out how that works, but I may have to do so myself.”

      “Indeed. They miss the worthwhile details.”

      “Agreed. We’ll need to continue to monitor the situation. We’ve almost enough power to topple things.”

      I hated that mine had stalled out despite having more than enough souls claimed. There was a lingering debt hanging above me. The contract that brought me here wasn’t satisfied. The thread that dangled due to that damn Cursed child I had taunted me. Pushing her was useless. She encountered enough constant trouble on her own. I had observed it well enough. There just needed to be a breaking point. Something for her to say no more and end her life.

      Or better yet, something to force her into a contract and swift death. The Blessed numbers seemed to be steadily growing. They would make short work of her if she was contract bound. Then, I would finally have the power I needed to start toppling this realm.
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      While Mazdar worked on the gate situation, on bringing the angels' power down and our soul count up, I monitored the mortals. The hamlets of people tearing into magic communities were perfect. It was easy to stroll in, appear when they were at their weakest, and offer power. Some chose death, but when left in the face of fear, many were more inclined to do what they needed to survive.

      It came to my attention, and great amusement, that these pockets of groups were calling mages in general demons. If only they knew that their quests to slay those with magic was actually aiding in demonic conquest.

      Part of me longed to watch this play out with a glass of brandy or fine wine. Sadly, anything I had tried to ingest tasted like ash and sulfur and did nothing for me. Few were willing to admit they even tried such a thing, but I liked to know all my form was capable of. With enough souls stolen we had more power and could grant magic to a mortal, but what did that change about us? Our voices were smoother, and it was easier to interact with mortals, but nothing else seemed to change.

      “The mortals are falling,” Artis said from behind me. “So are we.”

      I turned to glance at the demon. He was missing half a horn and I fleetingly wondered what happened. It would be back in no time if it wasn’t a Blessed that chopped it off.

      “What are you trying to say? Mortals are always falling and failing. What is this ‘we’ you’re mentioning?”

      “Kazan, Neben, and Marckley grabbed a human. They were targeting a specific group for messing with their plans.” Artis cackled before adding, “It has gathered all the Blessed.”

      “Then they deserve what they get.” I waved him off.

      “You’ll find this one interesting,” Artis assured me.

      “And why would I find it so?”

      “There’s a girl involved, getting caught up bad. Her soul is worth more than gold.” Artis cackled once more. “It’s your Cursed born daughter.”

      That was intriguing. I hadn’t forgotten about the child, an adult really by now. She was constantly ebbing from horrible to well enough. If this could put her over the edge, her soul would be claimed and I could have my title.

      If I claimed it though, this one, this would give me all the extra power I needed. Claiming the soul from my failed contract would be like adding an extra platoon to my strength.

      “You appear to be right for once. I am interested.”

      We happened upon my Cursed offspring as she was walking through the woods. The magic of the Blessed was lingering on her as she traveled with a group of them. Eventually, they stopped and I noticed they were talking. I hadn’t paid enough attention to hear the beginning but it didn’t seem to matter.

      “Do you want me to stay behind?” one asked.

      The Cursed child shook her head. “I’ve got a feeling it won’t matter anyway.”

      “More of those change of wind feelings?” the first one asked curiously.

      “More like, this was too easy to plan out, and none of the people that know me expect anything to be different from what they were told,” she replied.

      The man nodded. “That is a valid point. All right, let’s continue on then.”

      To my surprise the Blessed melted into the woods, leaving her behind. Curious, but it was likely due to whatever transpired earlier. Blessed did work with Cursed born from time to time, but ultimately, it ended like this. Leaving the Cursed alone, vulnerable. Perfect for my plans, so long as the Blessed stayed away. Once contract bound, they wouldn’t look on her with a friendly eye again.

      The further away they got from her the less I worried. I didn’t need much time to persuade her, and from the determined look on her face, it seemed she had already made up her mind on whatever things had brought her to this point.

      Finally, she stopped looking around and started humming. I recognized the tune immediately, Song of the Winter Night, a lullaby my wife used to sing. It seemed she had kept up the tradition if even this child knew it. I had hated it as a mortal. It stirred no feelings now. Demons couldn’t feel much in general. She sat down and closed her eyes, the tune vanishing after a few moments as whispers rose from her lips.

      The words were honey, intoxicating to any demon near. Desperate pleas of saving loved ones, winning a losing fight, the words coming straight from her heart. There was no ill intent. She truly meant every word, every syllable.

      It was quickly clear that she was drawing in too much attention. I had to claim her soul soon. “My child.”

      She opened her eyes, recognition in them. She wasn’t afraid to see a demon, no, it was unlikely her first encounter if she had traveled with the Blessed.

      Too bad she was nothing more than the piece I needed to gain more power. A useless soul wandering the earth. “The missing soul costing me my title.” The words were out in a whisper. Not exactly my intended start to the conversation, but true nonetheless.

      “Your failings are your own.” Her tone was neutral, composed.

      I took a step back. “You can’t know who I am.” But she did. Her eyes looked as if they had seen me before. My face still had some features like portraits she must have seen.

      “There were pictures for a while. All of them are burned now. Gone into the ashes where you now live.” Her words confirmed my theory.

      I nodded, there was nothing more there to discuss. “So, your soul?”

      “I’d sooner give it to anyone else here,” she replied, not looking around. “They’ve more right to it. You floundered, too confident in your victory for your own good. I will not have dealings with a failure.”

      Her senses must have been strong. Demons had slowly been popping up around her but just staying out of her range for her to see. They wanted in on the chaos. A Cursed born easily offering themself up was a treat.

      Still, her words were going to cause me trouble. I angrily looked from her to the demons starting to edge closer, encouraged by her lack of respect. I gave a warning sound to them, but some continued to creep forward. A few were even thinking now was the moment to be braggarts, speaking of their wins over Cursed born.

      A few were under my tutelage and struck at the rebellious demons, causing a fight to break loose. That was fine. Culling the herd some was often needed. I struck one through the face, causing them to drop down when I noticed my child had decided to try and walk away. As if this wasn’t her problem anymore.

      “Capture her.” I pointed and called to my minions.

      The group closest to her obeyed without a thought, tackling her and dragging her down, forcing her a realm down.

      I quickly joined them, laughing at the terrified expression on the child's face. She should have known better than to mess with demons, and now she was stuck. There was no way for a Cursed born to simply return to their own realm without aid.

      “Now let’s get back to business.” I flashed her a smile, freely letting my razor-sharp teeth show.

      To my surprise, she shook off the panic and laughed. “Well, this does not look good, I’ll give you that. But did you really have to run? Were you in such a tight battle again that you needed to call your demons to help you win?”

      The anger inside of me was mounting. Whispers started among my most loyal and time was wasting away. “You dare try and cross me?”

      Surprisingly, she continued to keep her composure, a testament to her being of my blood. “I cannot cross someone I have no dealings with. It is up to me who I bargain with, and I think there are many offers out there. Some with better terms.”

      “You’re in no place to make demands.” What did she think she was doing?

      “It would seem you’ve taken me exactly where I can get the highest price for my soul.” She waved her arms as if this was the best she could hope for.

      “If you wander here you’ll die,” I sneered. Truly she couldn’t be that stupid.

      “Wandering here will bring me the most opportunities. If there’s anything I ought to have learned from you, it’s that you need the best offer out there. Nothing with vague terms. I assume since the terms weren’t clear they took your soul instead of mine and if you get mine you’d be able to complete the contract in full and have your way here. I’m looking to avoid such unfavorable terms. I’m sure there’s someone who’d love to help or at least someone who’d love the opportunity to mess with you for the rest of eternity.”

      More demons had started flickering in as she spoke. Some were rather angry, her words spurring them on. I needed to deal with her now, but before I could say anything, she spoke.

      “Those clever enough to rid the Mad King from the rest of this conversation, I’ll consider dealing with,” the Cursed child spoke with care. “If none are strong enough, smart enough, quick enough, or clever enough, it’ll be a sad day to see the Mad King finally win.”

      Blast, she was my child. The scheming was clear in how she worded everything. I motioned for those who were clearly still loyal to me to join my side as the whispers started to take a fierce bite.

      She cleared her throat, determination in her eyes. “So? What's it going to be? Are we going to declare the Mad King a winner at last?”

      There was no avoiding the fight she provoked. The dark cackling grew and with everyone pulling power the sky turned unnaturally dark. For a moment the wind blew sharply as we all assessed each other, and then the fighting began.

      Here we could move far faster than the mortal realm and as such, we had to pay more attention not to get hit in a debilitating manner.

      Dodging and skewering wasn’t hard, but there were more enjoying hunting me than not. It was always fun to take sides and turn the tides. A chance to win a soul, but this one was mine. They knew it and were gleefully making it as hard to obtain as possible. My kinsmen temporarily teaming up was giving them too much of a chance at winning. I could not afford to fail now. I would not fall to other demons.

      I noticed with fleeting care that my Cursed child had run off again. No matter. Here she couldn’t get far.

      A wisp of magic I wasn’t expecting hit me. There were Blessed in this realm. Blasted Artis had mentioned something about that, hadn’t he?

      I couldn’t let her escape. Not now.

      Pushing to break away from the fight, several of us pursued her. More were trying to keep me back. I howled with annoyance as I struck out, severing two heads at once. It would take days at best for them to heal in this realm. Which was more time than I needed.

      The Blessed were in sight now, joining in the fray. Their movements were minorly slowed down, but their magic was hardly muted. I dodged away, trying to grab my blasted child. How did she keep getting further away? If I took her down one more level, the Blessed wouldn’t dare follow. They would be overwhelmed. A death sentence. The plan was perfection.

      The closer I got, the heavier the fighting. A strike from the back surprised me. I dislodged myself from the blade, the injury quickly healing as I clawed at the Blessed’s side before suddenly everything was light.

      The ground rushed up to meet me, and as I tried to roll I suddenly noted the error of my movement. My body was no longer attached correctly. The Blessed struck with her blade and darkness, like death all those years ago, consumed me once more.

      I awoke and found myself in a world of blue-gray. Floating aimlessly, I had a human-like form once again. I hadn’t seen my real hands or legs in two decades. The appendages looked weird, felt strange and alien but not as odd as hair felt. A look around told me this wasn’t the worst possibility. In fact, despite the clear lack of power I felt now, I had achieved something I wasn’t expecting too; a way into the spirit realm.
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      “A what?” I’m asking as I examine the emeralds on my cuffs. I like the square cut, but they seem too earthy for the swan feathers sewn around the cuffs of my jacket. I’d prefer a warmer tone to match the aubergine of the jacket.

      I cough to hide my shock at his words, disguising surprise as a delicate temperament – as I often do. The best snake is the one hiding in the grass.

      Behind me, out the open window of my apartments in the palace, the setting sun is already being murdered for one more night, sinking quickly. Soon it will be buried by the ocean horizon. On its way to death, it makes itself useful and lights my father’s cruel face with golden rays.

      “A bastard. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the term. When a man very much wants a woman,” my father paused, “or at least wants her more than the one he’s married to –”

      I cut him off, clipping my words to show my distaste. “I know what a bastard is. My question is why you haven’t mentioned one until now.”

      Beneath us, the orchestra starts to play. In moments, we’ll be expected below – my father, Le Majest of the Winged Empire, and me, the crown prince. I always enjoy attention. I am not enjoying it now. It irritates me that he has turned one of my favorite delicacies bitter.

      “You’ve heard the term, ‘An heir and a spare?’” My father seems bored. Or possibly irritated. Well, he can kiss dust. I don’t want to be having this conversation either and it’s not me who couldn’t clean up my mistakes.

      “And are there other ‘spares’ lurking around the edges?” I ask, keeping my tone sharp even while I run graceful fingers through the curls over my brow to arrange them just so in the mirror. I have a pretty face. Even for a young man as young as me – almost thirteen. I know I am pretty. It is a weapon I plan to use for the rest of my life.

      “There are not,” my father said grimly. “I learned my lesson from this single bastard. Now, if I lie with a woman, I’m certain to have her murdered within the next six months. You’d do well to heed my example. There are plenty of uses for blood in the Winged Empire, but not many uses for bastards.”

      I adjusted the spill of white lace at my neck. It didn’t do to look flustered, even though he’d just announced there was someone out there with an eye for what was mine. Someone who would need to be dispatched. Immediately.

      “But you didn’t think to do that at the time and now there’s a child running around with my blood in his veins and a claim to my throne. How enlightening you’ve been this evening, father.”

      I turn from the mirror, just managing to hide a flinch as he speaks.

      “I see you’re not as stupid as your dear mother was.”

      “You’ll find I surpass all my forebears,” I say, not managing to keep the curl from my lip.

      He snorts. “Arrogance is armor. Wear it well. But don’t wear it with me.”

      I’m not about to discuss strategy with the man currently ruining mine. “And who exactly is this bastard?”

      “You’ll see tomorrow,” my father says, his mouth twisting sourly. “Tonight, we must put on a show for our people. Tomorrow, have your servants prepare for a four-day journey. It shouldn’t take longer than that.”

      “You don’t mean that I should meet this rival, do you?”

      “Would you rather fear every face you see, wondering if it is his?”

      My eyes narrow. So, he knows that I am afraid. That is a weakness.

      “I fear nothing,” I say coolly, hoping he won’t see that my palms are sweating. I don’t dare wipe them on my trousers. He will certainly take note of that.

      “Perhaps you should.”
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      And that is how I find myself on the edge of civilization – on a ship heaving on the seas. The ship’s turbulent passage echoes my own heart with the prospect of meeting my bastard half-brother ahead of me.

      I’m finishing up a sword exercise with my trainer. He says I’m getting quite good, but my father hasn’t looked in this direction even once – not even when I got a clever strike and drew blood from poor Striker.

      Honestly, he should be better than that. He’s a Swan Claw for sky’s sake! They’re supposed to be the best of the best. His pretty blue coat has thick white swan feathers embroidered up the sleeves and a pair of swans kissing on the breast – as if he were actually from my house – House of Swans – instead of just a commoner offering his blood to defend us.

      Well, I took a little of that blood today, for all the good it did me.

      Above us, a spirit albatross cries. His nearly translucent wings are stretched wide as he beats them hard to help drive the ship forward. It’s a cheap use of magic, but it’s not like we’re short on those who will offer theirs to us at any price. My eyes flick over to the Wing controlling the bird. He stands at the bow of the ship, hands held up as if he somehow thinks he’s the one doing the flying. I want to mock him for the gesture, but instead, my face grows hot. I have not Hatched. I will not be one of the Wings as he is, controlling a great bird with the power to send a ship fast over the waves or rip it apart with a single motion. I will not command my armies from the back of a great swan as my ancestor Fael Le Majest once did, or even walk always to birdsong as even a lesser Wing can manage.

      My inability to manifest magic is one of the great disappointments of my father’s heart. As if he is the one who should be disappointed and not me. But there are other forms of power. I shall hold the lives of men in my hands one day and if I choose to make fists, they shall be crushed in my grasp. There’s comfort in that thought.

      And if I’m being honest, I’ve never felt at home with birds. My interests lie elsewhere.

      I stop the training with a slash of my sword. I’m done daydreaming and flowing through the sword forms. We’re almost there and I need to ready myself. Sheathing my sword and catching my breath, I snatch my jacket up from the bench, throw it around my shoulders, and hurry to the ship rail. It’s been a quick sprint from Kestral City. We left at dawn and it’s barely past midday. My father looks pleased.

      “House Osprey,” he says with a pleased smile. “I always enjoy visiting here.”

      I frown. Why is he smiling for the bastard’s home but not for me? I shrug my jacket on and carefully arrange my curls with a finger. Perhaps I’ll plunge the sword into the flesh of this bastard as I plunged it into Striker. But this time, I won’t hit his shoulder, I’ll go right for the throat.

      It’s a solid plan and it makes me happy. The moment I see his face will be the perfect time to execute it, when no one is expecting the strike. Whatever woman my father took will likely cry at the death of her son, but she can hardly be important enough to cause me more than the barest inconvenience.

      We are met by boats from the shore. Serious, dark-eyed men who bow very low to my father and talk about the great honor of serving the Winged Empire greet us. I barely manage to suppress a yawn. I have never liked House Osprey. General Petren is the head of their House and he is forever looking at me with censure in his eyes. I wonder which woman in his keep my father got with child. The General can’t be happy about it.

      I finally manage a smile as I see him on the shore, waiting for us. This will be uncomfortable for him, I’m sure. Doubly so if I kill the little changeling.

      Which I will.

      I take from my pocket a small silver whistle – my house gift for House Osprey. It’s tradition to offer a small item as a gift when visiting. Some servant thrust it into my hand. It’s barely worth the effort of passing on.

      We get in the boats and I watch Petren of House Osprey bob nearer and nearer. He looks ill, his face more drawn than I am used to, but he makes the sign of the bird – a clawed finger to each shoulder and then the forehead – and bows low. Whatever troubles him has not affected his loyalty. Yet.

      I don’t bother listening to the introductions and well wishes when we arrive on the shore. I am already sick of this place and my feet have only just touched the rocks of the shore. There isn’t even a proper port or dock here – just his brutish, looming castle on the side of the rocky coast and then rocks, rocks, and more rocks and the occasional osprey dipping into the grey sea. A little red blood in all this grey might brighten the place up.

      On second thought, perhaps I like grey here – it helps to mark it as a proper prison to keep bastards in. He will find it difficult to harm me from here. I feel a sudden burst of relief, and then Petren bows lower and someone is brought out from his crowd of dark-clad followers and servants.

      It’s a boy my age, skin dark, hair black, but eyes downcast. I have not seen his face yet. He is chewing nervously on a slender sliver of wood.

      I feel my jaw clench and as I reach for my knife, I realize I’m not ready.

      “May I present my son?” Petren says. “Vasyklo has just Hatched.”

      An osprey appears on the boy’s shoulder – like magic. Because it is magic.

      I grind my teeth as it spreads its wings. Its a purplish-white and already the size of a real osprey. It will only grow larger with time. Sour jealousy churns in my belly. My grip tightens on the little silver whistle in one hand and the hilt of my knife in the other.

      And then he looks up and his icy blue eyes meet mine. It’s like I’ve been slapped.

      Those are my eyes.

      My father’s eyes.

      The eyes of House Swan here in the face of this Osprey.

      But I can’t stab him now – not when he is the son of General Petren.

      The silver whistle crumples in my fist.
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      I am quiet for the conversation, quiet for the journey to the cold stone castle, quiet as we eat a light dinner together, and quiet when I’m ushered up to my room to sleep.

      By the time I find myself alone, I am exhausted from trying to keep my fury off my face. Dispatching the bastard will not be easy. Not when he’s the son of the General – though clearly he is not or this wouldn’t be a problem. But Petren sees him as a son.

      I have learned that he was born the same year I was – though several months before me. The thought of that makes my stomach twist inside me. Older than me. Not by much, but by enough that it could be a problem.

      I have also learned that his mother was killed in the traditional way – to make it possible for his blood to be condensed enough to Hatch. The thought of that makes me furious. His blood was made purer while mine was made thinner. I should kill him now and quickly, but I saw the look in my father’s eye when we met, and I know it will not be simple. There was pride there. The pride of a man looking at his son. A pride I rarely see. This is going to be a problem.

      My sleep that night is fitful, and in the morning, even a hot bath is not enough to make me feel whole again.

      I lean on my window ledge, looking out, as I put the finishing jewels on my outfit and finish curling my hair between my fingers.

      And that’s when I see him in the training yard below. He’s sparring with another boy. Training swords. They’re laughing together. He’s very good. Better than me, I realize with a sinking heart. But then again, his father is a general – a man of war and death – and mine shines at parties. Perhaps, if I stretch myself, I can still best him.

      I decided to find out.

      I take the steps down to the courtyard two at a time. I can’t wait to show him what I can do. I can’t wait to show everyone that I am the heir and that there’s a reason why I am.

      I’m taking big strides. I’m enjoying the rush of air around me and the strange energy of this home on the cliffs. There are an awful lot of children here. I frown at them as I make my way into the sparring grounds.

      I find a place along the rail at the edge of the ring, still frowning. It’s why I don’t notice Petren until he’s looking down at me.

      “Juste Le Majest,” he acknowledges, making the sign of the bird. And in his eyes, I finally see the acknowledgment that I’ve been waiting for all my life. This man sees I am a predator. He sees that I am a threat to something he loves. I can’t help the slight smile that paints my face.

      “You’ve come to watch my son spar?” He weighs the word son like it’s true.

      “Perhaps,” I say lightly. “There are many children here.”

      Petren grunts. He’s holding something, inspecting it, turning it over and over. Perhaps I should be horrified when I realize it’s a snake, but I am not. I’m enthralled.

      “I brought them back with me from Canaht,” he says, still studying the snake. “We quelled the rebellion here and stole their children away. They’ll think twice before they rise against your House, Le Majest. If they so much as whisper rebellion we’ll start sending them small pine boxes.”

      “And the snake?” I ask. I don’t care what he does with the children, though I do like the twisted mind it takes to make plans like that. I respect it. One day, people will hear of my deeds and respect them the same way.

      “The snake is also from Canaht,” he says, twisting it so I can see the wedge-shaped face. The snake’s tongue flicks in and out of its mouth, a pale pink sliver against mud-brown skin. I’m utterly taken with it. “The rebels tried to slip it in my bed. A clever choice. This asp is smart. It bides its time. It strikes at just the right point.”

      “And yet you live.” I’m careful not to put any emotion behind the word. I’m twelve, not stupid. I know not to make an enemy of General Petren – yet. Growing up is all about learning to bide your time. Just like the snake.

      “The snake did not count on me being faster. It did not guess I was more violent and sure than it could ever be.”

      Bold words. And yet here he was, watching a son that was not his fight on land that was not theirs. For this was the Winged Empire and every inch of it belonged to the crown.

      “I must attend your glorious father,” General Petren says with a low bow.

      “Must you?” I mutter, smiling slightly at the tightening of his mouth.

      I should not make an enemy of him, but it didn’t hurt to twist the knives already in his belly. He must serve my father – even knowing his brat was not his own, and that his wife had also served my father. Perhaps by reminding him of that, I could see him side with me over the bastard he thought of as a son. Or perhaps not. It made no difference to me.

      He leaves and I studied the figures battling on the training ground. Vasyklo is fast. He is taller than I, with a long reach. Fast and strong. I feel the sweat forming on my brow. He will be very hard to beat. But everyone has a weakness.

      I watch intently as he dances around the other boy. His leg kicks out and the boy sprawls back at the same moment that Vasyklo’s training sword smacks his sword away. The boy sprawls in the dust and here it is – the chance to show him who is the winner. My instructor would be urging me to strike.

      Vasyklo leans down and helps the other boy up.

      And that is the weakness I’ve been looking for. Compassion. A deadly weakness and one I’ve rarely encountered, but there will be room to use it.

      I launch myself over the rail and begin to unbutton my jacket.

      “A worthy match, but I think I can best you,” I say, smiling winningly. People can rarely resist a smile from me. It’s the large eyes, I think, and the ability to make a fake smile look real by squinting just a little to simulate the lines around the eyes that real smiles usually produce.

      “I’m not worthy of the honor, Le Majest,” my bastard brother says, looking away from me.

      “Come, don’t play strange with me, House Osprey. I have traveled all this way to know you – blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh – and what better way to know a man than in the combat ring?”

      Even a practice sword can slip. And dull blows can also kill. If he agrees, I may find a crack, a single moment bent just my way, perfect for placing the weight of my will on the right spot and with it to twist the future to my bidding.

      “We’re neither of us men just yet,” he says softly, trying to walk past me.

      And now I’m furious. But I know better than to antagonize House Osprey and General Petren. I know better than to antagonize my father. So, I grab the boy trailing him instead. He’s tall. Taller than the bastard. Taller than me. But he makes a satisfying squeak when I reach up and seize his throat.

      “If not him, then perhaps you,” I say to him. “Spar with me in this ring.”

      Maybe now isn’t the right time to kill the bastard, anyway. Maybe now is a good time to take from him. This boy looks over at him, as if asking for help or guidance. That trust, that friendship – no one has ever given it to me. That’s something I could take. Why should a bastard have it when I never have?

      “He doesn’t want to spar with you,” the bastard says, still not looking at me.

      “Doesn’t he speak for himself?” I ask. “What gives you the right to choose for him?”

      My half-brother’s bright blue eyes finally meet mine and I see he has some of me in that dark face – some of my sharp cheekbones and pointed chin. His hair curls, too, though it’s cropped so close to the scalp you can hardly tell. His nose is long and straight – just like mine. I hate any part of him that looks like me. I should cut it all off.

      “The children in this keep are under my care,” he says quietly.

      “Your care?” I’m incredulous.  “All of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you their nursemaid?” I can barely keep the derision from my voice. I don’t know why I bother.

      His face has gone still as if it isn’t worth it to answer me. No one treats me that way. I snatch my knife from my belt and put it to the common boy’s throat.

      “Spar with me or you will have one less charge, nursemaid.”

      The bastard’s eyes are fire and fury. He throws a practice blade at me and I let go of the boy’s throat to catch it.

      “As you say, Le Majest,” he says and while the words are proper, there is disrespect in his tone. I hate him for it. I will smash him apart.

      I return my knife to my belt and assume the start position – the back of one hand placed at the flat of my lower back, the other hand out, sword tipped toward my opponent. I watch him with careful eyes. A bout of swordplay is part physical and part mental. I am better than him mentally. He will see why in a moment.

      I don’t care for his starting position. He seems utterly relaxed, arms at his sides. Sword tip down. It looks lazy.

      I try a testing strike and my blade teases toward him. He barely seems to move, and his blade is up, smacking mine away.

      Not bad. I try another feint.

      Again, he bats it aside.

      He’s fast.

      I’m starting to get nervous.

      I try a series of quick strikes meant to end on a dramatic flourish, but suddenly he’s moving. He dances out of the way and swipes me on the backhand. I dodge quickly, but the follow-up strikes he sends my way are intense.

      They knock me back.

      And then back again.

      Like a flash of lightning, his bird appears behind him – not attacking, but just hanging there like a second sun in the sky. It’s enough to distract me and I’m down, kissing the dust.

      I let out a harsh curse of frustration.

      He offers me his hand. It’s all I can do not to hit it with my practice sword. Instead, I ignore it and pull myself to my feet, glowering.

      He’s bested me sparring. And he has that bird – the power of magic in a world where that means everything.

      He makes the sign of the bird respectfully and then leaves – as if I’m just any other opponent – but as he exits the ring, the other children gather around giggling and laughing and offering him praise for the bout.

      I can’t help the hate that wells up in me. And I wouldn’t stop it even if I could.

      I dust off my fine clothes and look up at the window above me. Someone is looking down. My father, perhaps. Seeing my humiliation and how poorly I stack up against his bastard son. I can’t help but wonder what kind of a trap this is? I’ve never encountered one like it before. This trap has a beating heart.
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      I am quiet for the rest of the day. But this time it is not the quiet of suppressed emotion. This quiet is the quiet of someone trying to think through a difficult puzzle.

      Why had my father brought me here? He’d told me it was time to meet my bastard brother. He’d told me I should be afraid. He’d mentioned an heir and a spare.

      I am walking down the rocky shoreline as I toss it around in my head. This beach is as inhospitable and chaotic as the whole situation. I want to kick the grey rocks and smash them into the grey sea, but I must concentrate on the problem at hand.

      Royal siblings are never allowed to live after Le Majest is crowned. My own father slit his sister’s and brother’s throats when he ascended the throne. So, why encourage a sibling now?

      Unless he wants this to be a competition. Unless he wants to see which of us has what it takes to rule. A chill goes through me and I throw a rock into the sea. If this is a competition, then it is weighted against me. I have not Hatched. I do not have a mighty bird made of magic to come as I call and tear as I demand. I am not better in the sparring ring.

      So, what do I have? I have my father’s ear. I have time in court. But those things can easily be snatched away.

      If I want to survive, I need a plan and it’s a plan that involves either killing my bastard brother here and now – which will be harder than I’d expected – or ascending to the throne and killing him later with the law backing me.

      Either way, the only livable outcome is his death.

      I am not displeased by this.

      But I am also not one to leave anything to chance.

      I must have a plan to ascend and that means I need the odds to favor me more than they do. Right now, the great lady luck is not my benefactor. She shines her favor on my rival.

      The wind is whipping my curls into a tangled frenzy when I return to the castle and my spirits are in even more turmoil. Who would have thought I would still have a heart that could break?

      A servant finds me, frantic, telling me that my father has been asking for me. Which means the time has come. He’s about to reveal why he has come to this hollow castle to deliver this gut-wrenching blow. And I must be ready. How I react now – what I say – what I ask for – this will determine my fate. I must be clever. I must ask for exactly the right things but not for too much. It will be a delicate balance. I am delicate, so I am the perfect person to get this right.
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      I follow the servant and find them gathered around a hearth beside a raging fire. General Petren has brought out his finest tiger-skin rug and a chair so ornamental it almost looks like a throne. My father is ensconced in the chair.

      I love the imagery of the fire. Really well done, Petren. We are all of us raging hot inside, I can see it. And so, apparently, can he.

      My father sits closest to the fire, resplendent in finery, his eyes blazing as I enter. He is not angry. No, I can see the blaze in his eyes is cunning and expectation. He almost seems to be entertained by what is about to happen – or possibly hopeful. With him, ambition always leads, and this encounter can only help him achieve whatever ends he has planned with this excursion.

      General Petren sits opposite him, stark and brutal beside my peacock of a father. He – I can see – is raging inside. A simple emotion and one easy to ignore. He can only lose, no matter what comes next. I don’t envy him, but I also don’t care. He has no power right now. He can only wait for his fate. He fixes me with a hot glare. I make a note of it so that I may punish it when one day I rule his fate.

      I save looking at the bastard until the end and what I see there pleases me most of all. Defiance. Judgment. He burns with hatred for us. Nothing could please me more. Hate blinds the eyes and a rebellious spirit is easily deceived. I do not smile – but not because I don’t want to. I must balance carefully to get this just right. I must not tip my hand.

      “My son,” my father says as I make the sign of the bird. “Your tardiness has almost cost you something of value.”

      “Not your favor, I hope,” I say, my words careful.

      His eyes narrow, catching my choice of words and his head tilts slightly to the side. He is not displeased. The more I scheme the more he can see all his hopes and ambitions may one day be fulfilled in me.

      He does not ask us to sit and Vasyklo looks as if he could stand there all day in his military-like pose. I do not ask for a seat. I do not wish to look weak beside him.

      “You all may have wondered,” my father began, “why I brought my son here to meet you. You may have wondered why it was now and not later. Why it had to happen at all.”

      I can see in General Petren’s eyes that he has certainly wondered this.

      “The Winged Empire is our mother and our one great love,” my father continues. He always starts with this call to adoration of nation before he says something that I will particularly dislike. “It is in her service that we meet today, for the succession of the Empire is of absolute priority. The skies have given me a fine son, and yet accidents happen. Ambitions take hold. Fates hang in the balance.”

      Vasyklo’s brow is furrowed like he doesn’t realize he’s being told he could be emperor someday. Little dust-kisser.

      “And so, it is incumbent on me,” my father says, “to provide my nation both an heir and another who may fill his shoes were he to fall.”

      An awkwardness fills the room – and no wonder. Does he really think General Petren forgives him for taking his wife now that he’s been given these flimsy reasons? Does he think I forgive him for that? I keep my face smooth and placid. If Petren stands up and knifes my father in the heart, that can only benefit me. I must not show that I share his fury.

      We are the only ones here. The Claws who guard my father stand outside the door. He must have great faith in the self-control of his general.

      Beside me, the bastard shifts nervously. I would enjoy his discomfiture more if it wasn’t a sign that he was also intelligent. My father has crafted for me the worst of enemies and now he draws that enemy to his bosom.

      “I have arranged this meeting so that you may be bound before me by a Sky Binder.”

      Wait.

      “It is essential that neither of you takes the other’s life prematurely.”

      I should have struck yesterday. Skies take it! I should have struck and risked the General’s wrath. My heart is racing. I can feel the blood draining from my face. I have lost my chance.

      “For if you do, you shall not ascend to the crown.”

      I look frantically from face to face. Now that he’s said those words, I can’t just strike. Not unless I can kill all three of them before I’m subdued. I try to weigh the odds. I do not think I am fast enough. I already know the bastard is faster than me. And the General is renowned for his prowess in battle. Even now – a broken man inside – he is wide and powerful.

      I swallow down fury, forcing it back into its cage as my father rings a bell and the door opens. I don’t even look at the woman who glides forth in silky white robes. Panic surges through me, momentarily blinding me to her serene face and the spirit eagle hovering over her. She will bind us to this oath. She will bind me to damnation.

      I take a deep breath and try to force the panic down. I need to turn this. Quickly. And for that, I need a clear head.

      “She will bind you so that neither of you may kill the other or directly harm him. If one is hurt, the other will feel the pain along with him. If one dies, the other will gain what is his – both power and inheritance. When one of you is raised to the throne, the other will die immediately. But you will be bound to avenge that death, so do not seek it.”

      “You raise him high and bring me low with the wave of your hand,” I say, interrupting him. His eyebrows raise, but he is not angry. I see a glimmer in his eye. He knows I am going to fight for my life, and he likes it. He always enjoys watching things die fighting – like in the tiger matches he arranges. “I can see how this benefits him. He has a chance to reign.” I nod to the bastard. He makes a quiet sound in his throat that sounds like denial. As if any of us cares about his opinion. “It benefits the general, because one day his son – raised by him even if born of cuckoldry – may rule the Empire.” I love the fury I’ve stirred in the eyes of the general. Oh yes, Petren, let’s not forget the crime that brought us all here. “And it benefits you, for the sport of this endeavor shall be the food of your soul for years to come.” My father smirks. I’m not wrong about him. “But it in no way benefits me. Why should I agree to such an arrangement?”

      “You mistake me, son,” my father says, and his words remind me of General Petren’s snake. “I bear a risk in this, too, for if one of you dies the other will immediately ascend to the throne. The binding shall ensure it.”

      I freeze, startled. It is unlike him to take on any kind of risk. My eyes narrow.

      “No other emperor has made such arrangements.” I’m trying to dig for information. I feel as though I’ve been put on my back foot.

      “My line shall be powerful. Only the strongest of my sons shall survive and rise to the throne. And if you are that strong, you deserve to have it over me.”

      Now, Petren smiles. He is certain this means his heir shall reign. To my shock, it is the bastard who speaks.

      “And if I wish to decline your generosity?”

      My father’s face goes white and now I can’t help but smile. White means furious.

      “Then I shall have my Claws skin you alive right now before your entire household and we shall hang your body on the wall – still living, but without its skin – and let the sea birds pick you apart. How many days do you think you shall live in such slow agony? And I will let my son watch you decay and think on how rebellious spawn are treated.”

      Vasyklo – skies take him! – has the sense to shut his mouth. His only reaction is a shifting of his weight and an even stonier expression. Petren has taught him well.

      A stab of fear strikes through me. He is too intelligent. Too self-controlled. If I am bound to him, I will lose.

      “Father,” I say, and I try to weight the word with an affection I do not feel. My heart is pounding. This is my last chance. “Your goals are admirable, and they speak to your great selflessness.” Sure, they do. He’s the same sadist he’s always been. “But may I beg a boon? For after all, I am the son of your blood and also the son of the law – for my mother was your wedded wife and all of the Winged Empire expects that I shall ascend after you fall – may that time never occur.” I can make the evilest of lies sound pretty. “Does that not entitle me to one request?”

      The color returns to his face. This is more what he was hoping for – scrambling, desperation, dancing to the game he has set. He smiles and I know he will at least listen. I’m grateful I spent the morning by the sea. If I had not thought this through in advance, I would be shipwrecked.

      “Make your request,” my father says, motioning to the Sky Binder who is already arranging her tools on a small table beside him.

      “As the natural heir to your throne, I think that I should be granted a small advantage. After all, you are asking me to fight for something that is already mine.”

      I pause, letting the proposal settle over everyone. My father flicks a finger telling me to go on. I can barely hide the surge of hope that shoots through me. He is intrigued.

      “Bind us as you wish – but bind me in the superior position. I know your heart and your will. This knowledge makes me yours in a way he is not. Bind us so that he may not refuse a command from me or disobey my will.”

      The bastard’s eyes snap to me and his self control almost breaks.

      “I may not kill him or harm him with my own hand, what harm could there be in giving me the chance to fulfill the duties of the crown prince while we both live? He may be my right hand and my help and in that way learn all that is necessary to one day rule – but he will serve as he learns – which is right and fitting for all your subjects.”

      My father is considering it. “A bond like that one requires some kind of motivation. And I do not wish to see him physically harmed.”

      I allow myself to smile. My father will like this final touch.

      “He is quite taken, it would seem, with the fate of those child captives the loyal general has brought back from Canaht. Why not tie their lives to this bond? For every disobedience on his part, let one of their lives be taken.”

      “No,” the bastard gasps. His dark skin is going grey.

      The pride that shines in my father’s eyes is almost overwhelming. My heart soars, basking in what I have never before received.

      “Truly you are my heir,” Le Majest says, and I feel as if I have already won. He turns to the Sky Binder. “Bind them exactly as he has said.”

      She looks up with cool efficiency. She has three golden feathers in her hand. “The captive children will need to be brought so that their souls may also be bound in the oath.”

      “No, please!” The bastard is pathetic. He didn’t come here with a plan like I did.

      My father rings another bell. He’s speaking to his loyal Claws. Two of his Wings enter the room and the moment they do, their birds – an owl and a hawk – descend on the bastard, hovering over him. I know why they’re there. If he tries to use his bird, they will nullify its power. I always find magic fascinating, but it’s not the spirit birds that I’m watching, it’s the bastard.

      I watch as panic seizes him, crawling up his spine and flushing his face until it’s too much for him. His bird manifests above him – purplish white and powerful. The spirit owl and spirit hawk attack at once, shredding his manifestation with shrieks and caws. It’s gone in moments.

      “Please,” the bastard begs. “Please not the children. I will accept the other punishment. Hang me on the wall.”

      He thinks he’s being brave. He’s a fool.

      “Please!”

      He’s frantic. Begging. Glassy-eyed. I don’t dare breathe a sigh of relief but I feel it filling me. I was right about the compassion. I found his one weakness and now I don’t look like the one who will fail.

      It doesn’t take them long to round up the children, though there are even more than I thought. About two hundred, give or take. Some infants in the arms of servants. Others as old as the bastard and me. They come in every age in between. Most of them are crying and every one of them is looking at my rival. They will watch him betray them with their own eyes. They will know he is the one responsible when one of their number falls and never gets up again.

      The ceremony begins and the Sky Binder starts her intonations.

      I can barely contain my triumph. But I do. I have found a foothold and I will use it, and use it, and use it until I’ve broken him. Until I win. I don’t need to kill him or harm him with my own hand. He will harm himself. I will use his hands and his heart to break him.

      “Remove your jackets and tunics,” the Sky Binder intones. I shed mine like a snake, but the General has to hold the bastard down and cut his from his unwilling body. I love the betrayal in that. Vasyklo must think of the man as his father and yet Petren is forcing him to the ground and ripping his protections from him just like my father is doing to me.

      I’m surprised when my father removes his fine coat and even finer skysilk shirt.

      I meet his eyes.

      “I grant you your boon, Juste Montpetit,” he says to me over the weeping of the children and the furious curses of my bastard brother. “But do not think this costs me nothing. I am bound with you both – neither of you may harm me or kill me, but if one of you dies, I will die with that one, leaving the single remaining son my sole heir. And you both will be bound to obey me and answer to my every command.”

      I don’t know whether to curse or feel triumph at this. I had meant to kill my father when the time was right. My hands feel tied by this new binding. On the other hand, if I can manage to manipulate the bastard into death, it will kill two birds with one stone. Two birds. I can barely keep the pun inside. Or the laughter.

      “It seems like a fair ruling, father,” I say as the Sky Binder begins to sing and her eagle flares bright and hot – so bright that I’m temporarily blinded by it.

      I shake in the hold of the magic, my teeth rattling as pain seizes me, ripping through my body. I want to scream. I want to claw my eyes out. I think I might be screaming. I know my father is. The bastard barely moans.

      And then it’s over and when I look down at my chest, there is a bright feather glowing under the skin. It’s the magic bond tying my soul to our arrangement. The bastard and my father have their own feathers, identical to mine.

      “I should mention, son,” my father says, gasping form the pain. “I added my own little stipulation in the bond – a secret rule – something to keep the power where it belongs, in my hands. But I think I’ll keep the details to myself. I wouldn’t want you to think you can take my throne prematurely.”

      There’s steel in his eyes and I feel a burst of panic. I clamp down on it tightly. It’s too late to do anything about it and by the glimmer in his eye, I know my father won’t tell me.

      He’s the one laughing now, not me.

      I look at the bastard and for the first time our eyes meet in understanding and I have to fight the urge to feel a bond there – the sense that we really are in this together, despite the fact that we’ve been set up as rivals and pitted against each other like two tigers in a cage.

      He was my trap all along – a living, breathing trap – but not in the way I’d expected.
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      “With any villain, you have to see things from their point of view and understand that they think what they’re doing will make the world a better place.”
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      1 Beginnings

      

      Zens woke up in the dark on a hard surface, something jabbing into his back. A crack of light shone between two cupboard doors. He pushed against them, but they wouldn’t budge. He slammed his body into the doors, panic tightening his chest. He couldn’t get out. He was trapped in an equipment cupboard. “Let me out! Mama, let me out!” He pounded his small fists against the wood.

      Something thudded into the doors. A shudder rippled down Zens’ arms. He sprang back, hitting his head on the back wall, and slid down, whimpering in a corner.

      “Shuddup, scummy kid,” his father bellowed.

      Zens trembled, huddling in the corner. Flashes of Dad’s face shot through his mind—his father’s eyes slitted in an angry grimace, jaw gritted. Zens sat for hours, his stomach a grinding mass of nerves.

      Eventually, his bladder twinged. The pressure built until he was writhing. If he peed, Dad would kill him. He grasped his crotch, hanging on… until damp warmth seeped through his trousers, and the stench of pee filled his nostrils.

      A whimper broke from Zens’ lips. Shudders wracked his chest as he fought the urge to cry. Skin burning, he sat in his soggy pants, numb with fear. Waiting.

      He fingered the tiny plastic dragon figurine in his pocket. If only the dragon were real—they’d flame his father and wing off.

      His eyes grew heavy and he fell asleep.

      Harsh light hit Zens’ face as the cupboard doors crashed open.

      “Not again, you stinking whelp.” His father yanked him out of the cupboard. He held Zens in the air at arm’s length. “Clean that stench up yourself,” his father snarled. “We’ll make you strong yet, runt.”

      Still holding Zens out, his father stalked across the lab. Zens squinted against the bright lights of the laboratory that bounced off stainless steel workbenches littered with test tubes and glinted on the huge glass vats along the back wall, illuminating the creatures swimming inside them. His father’s latest experiment bubbled in a glass vat over a Bunsen burner. He cringed, remembering the searing bite of the hot blue flame.

      Overriding the stink of his urine, the stomach-wrenching stench of death hit Zens as they passed a man’s body on a workbench. The abdomen was cut open, flesh peeled back, with the entrails showing. Zens whimpered, looking away.

      His father threw him into a sink, whacking Zens’ shoulder on the faucet. “Stop whining, and grow a backbone,” he muttered, stalking out.

      Zens turned on the faucet and bathed himself, sobbing as the warm water hit the urine burns on his crotch and inner thighs. He rinsed his clothes and tossed them down the laundry chute, then fished in a drawer for a small lab suit—especially made for his parents’ experiments on children—and pulled it on. He hastily tucked his dragon figurine in his pocket as the stainless steel sliding doors hissed open.

      “Done, are you?” his father snapped. “Now clean up your mess.” He shoved some rags and a spray bottle into Zens’ hands.

      Thighs chafing and empty stomach roiling, Zens stumbled to the cupboard to clean up his pee. He scrubbed the cupboard under the watch of his towering father, then threw the rags in the trash. “Sorry, Daddy.”

      His father backhanded Zens so hard his jaw snapped shut.

      Zens bit his tongue, the coppery tang flooding his mouth. His father’s fist connected with his nose in a sickening crunch. Blood gushed over Zens face. His father’s blows raining on his head, he curled in a ball. Blinding flashes of pink and yellow seared behind his eyelids. His father booted him in the stomach. “Your mother’s too soft. She’s wasting her work on you.”

      Zens retched on the floor, clutching his abdomen. Dark blood flew out of his mouth, splattering the cupboards under the benches.

      “Clean up the rest of your filth. We’ll make something of you yet.” His father spat on him and stomped from the lab.
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      Zens slunk along the school corridors, keeping his eyes peeled. If he could escape school before the final hour, he had a good chance of getting clear. Today of all days, with his nose still crushed and bruises throbbing, he had to avoid a confrontation. Even though the Academy For Gifted Young Scientists had a no bullying policy, he’d learned that clever kids could also be mean. The faint whir of wheels alerted Zens to an approaching hall monitor. He sidled over to a cleaning cupboard and hid inside, sliding the door shut. Through the tiny perspex panel, he watched the wheeled robot glide past, its head rotating to sense any movement.

      He opened the door a crack as the mechanical monitor disappeared around a corner.

      At last the coast was clear. He stepped out of the cupboard and was shutting the door when a voice called, “Afternoon, Zens.”

      An oily sensation slithered through Zens’ stomach. He raced down the corridor, away from the group of six kids pounding after him.

      The kids soon surrounded him. “Your father smack your nose in?” Riley, a prodigy at robotics, jabbed Zens in the chest with his thick, meaty finger. A few years older than him, he towered over Zens by a foot.

      “How’d your nose get half way across your face?” Phoebe, Riley’s best friend, jeered. “Fall off a roof again?”

      Riley’s brother laughed, malice glinting in his eyes.

      Another kid cracked his knuckles, grinning, next to a sniggering buddy.

      “You’re uglier than ever, but it suits you.” Alexia, a gangly recruit for the junior space program, taunted. “Maybe your parents should leave it that way.”

      Shame knifed through Zens. He lashed out with his fist and connected with Alexia’s stomach. As cries broke out, he fled along the shiny metal corridor. Flexing his fingers, he shook his hand, but the pain felt good. Better than cowering in fear.
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      Seated on a stool at a workbench in the lab, Zens’ mother tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ear. “This won’t hurt a bit, darling,” she crooned, strapping Zens’ limbs, chest and neck to the bench. She tightened the bands and gave him an acrid red drink, cradling his head as he swallowed.

      Sweet dreams flowed through him—of sunny beaches edged by vast forests full of colored birds. Zens reveled in the air’s salty tang, the cool water lapping around his ankles, and the sun on his skin.

      Something pricked the soles of his feet. Heat surged through them, building until his feet were blazing hot. His body convulsed. The bands cut into him. Small, neat stabs of pain trailed up his legs. Fire seared his veins. He was burning up. He screamed for help, “Mama.”

      “You’re all right, darling,” his mother responded, plunging needles into his arms.

      His arms were on fire. His chest, his belly.

      She stuck a needle into his neck.

      His head throbbed with heat. “No, Mama,” Zens whimpered. She stalked from the room without a backward glance. Zens twisted and writhed but couldn’t escape the burning.

      Eventually, the fire ebbed. His vision blurred and went dark, and he collapsed like an empty sack.

      Light entered through a narrow window high in a wall. Dawn was breaking. Zens was still strapped to the table, his body aching all over. What had mother done to him, this time? Darkness clawed inside Zens, robbing him of hope.

      Muted voices sounded. Large metal doors hissed open. His parents entered. Zens’ mother flicked a switch. Light flooded from the ceiling.

      Zens’ eyeballs were on fire. He squeezed them shut, trying to stamp out the burning with his lids.

      “Open them.” His father’s bark grated along Zens’ skull.

      Zens opened his eyes. Through a film of tears, he faced his parents.

      “Oh, God.” Zens’ mother recoiled. “What have we done?’

      “He’s a monster.” Even his father looked shocked.

      “What went wrong?” his mother whispered. “This experiment should give him extraordinary mental powers, but look at him.”

      “As ugly as sin.” His father grimaced. “But ugliness is a small price for strength, mental superiority and the advancement of your career.”

      “Daddy?” Zens’ voice shook. “Mama?”

      His mother turned on his father, lips tight with rage. “I told you we shouldn’t use that DNA, but you wouldn’t listen.”

      “Mama,” Zens whimpered. “What is it?”

      His mother held up a mirror. Zens’ eyes had become enormous yellow orbs. His head had grown and his neck had thickened. All of his hair had fallen out. He was ugly. Uglier than ever before. The bullies would never stop taunting him. “Let me go,” he yelled, bucking against his restraints.

      “You’re uglier than a scum-sucking dog, but it might have made you stronger.” His father’s smile sent chills down his neck. Turning to Zens’ mother, his father said, “Let’s test his powers and see if the methimium implant has worked.”

      Unable to reach the little dragon in his pocket, Zens lay helpless, crying, on the workbench.
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      A few months later, back at school, Zens dawdled down a corridor, letting Riley’s gang surround him again. He held back a smile. Riley had been busy: his gang was bigger than ever.

      “Your eyes are big and yellow,” Riley jeered, kicking Zens’ shins. “Did your daddy’s experiment go wrong?”

      “Your body’s huge,” Alexia sneered, standing out of range so Zens couldn’t punch her again. “How did you get so big?”

      “Yeah, what have they been feeding you? Pig slop?” Riley’s brother jeered.

      “Your ugly nose is still squashed, though—that’s how we recognized you.” Phoebe shoved him.

      A rush of power coursed through Zens. He squeezed his fist. Phoebe gurgled, clutching her throat.

      She wasn’t laughing at him anymore.

      Adrenaline surged through him. He was powerful. Strong. He kept on squeezing.

      Phoebe’s eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed.

      Zens laughed—his voice rumbling out of his bull-like chest.

      Riley and the others fled, screaming. Rejoicing in his power, Zens flung out his mind. Alexia flew through the air and smacked into a wall with a satisfying crunch. She landed with her neck at an odd angle.

      “Run, faster,” Riley bellowed, pelting down the corridor, his minions galloping after him.

      Zens charged after the ringleader. As Riley turned to glance back, Zens grinned, closing his hand.

      Riley gurgled, clutching his throat. Not one of his friends stopped to save him—they belted around the corner, leaving Riley at Zens’ mercy.

      This could be fun. “Oh dear, are you all right?” Zens sneered at Riley.

      Riley screamed and clawed at his throat, his scrabbling fingernails leaving bloody gouges in his neck.

      Zens squeezed his fists, tightening the vice around Riley’s throat. Riley dropped to the floor, spasming, then stilled, a croak issuing from his throat.

      A wave of triumph rippled through Zens. Although he wanted to gloat, whirring signaled an approaching hall monitor.

      “My good friend Riley collapsed,” Zens called, gesturing at the three bodies scattered along the hallway. “He was fighting with these two and hurt them, then I think he had a fit.”

      The robot bleeped. “Health assessment activated.” It stopped by Riley. Probes extended from its metal arms settling on Riley’s chest and skull. “Death caused by severe mental trauma and asphyxiation,” it announced. “Analyzing memory cells to ascertain cause of death…”

      Zens didn’t wait, he sent out a wave of mental energy and blasted the robot. Sparks flying, the robot exploded. Metal fragments ricocheted through the hall, jabbing into the bullies’ dead bodies, and embedding themselves in the Academy For Gifted Young Scientists’ walls.

      Zens strode away from the carnage and debris. He no longer needed training from the academy. His visit today had been purely for revenge. He could get all the knowledge he needed from delving into his parents’ minds.

      Zens grinned. Unstoppable, one day, he’d use that knowledge to create an army of beasts that would rip out the hearts of anyone who stood against him.

    

  


  
    
      2 Mother’s Prize

      

      Thunderous applause rang through the amphitheater. Strobe lights flashed through the thin metallic curtain around Zens’ ostentatious glass throne. The insistent throb of synthesized music blasted over the stage—his mother’s cue to enter.

      She had a flair for the theatrical. The throne, curtain, lights and music were her brainchild. But then again, so was he. What other teen could boast attendance at Science Symposium 2050? Indeed, what other teen would demonstrate these advanced techniques in bio-engineering at the most prestigious gathering of the world’s top minds? If he played this right, so much would be within his grasp. More than his mother—or father—suspected.

      His mother’s voice echoed through the amphitheater’s sound system. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, fellow scientists, distinguished researchers and government officials. Today, it’s my pleasure to present you with my crowning achievement, the culmination of my career. As a young child, my son, Zens, was weak of body and mind. He willingly agreed to take part in one of the greatest experiments on Earth.”

      Zens remembered his willing agreement all too well.

      His father’s fists pummeled him until he whimpered and cowered, his face throbbing and blood clogging the back of his throat.

      His mother towered over him. “Sign this form and the pain will be over, Zens.”

      Zens nodded, sobbing. “Yes, Mama.” He signed the form, relieved the pain would go away.

      He’d only been five years old. Instead of the pain being over, it had barely begun. His parents were consummate in the art of betrayal.

      More applause followed his mother’s words. “I present to you, my son, Zens, the result of many years’ genetic enhancement and manipulation.”

      The metallic curtains slid back, revealing Zens sitting upon his enormous glass throne, especially built to accommodate his size.

      “We’d like a volunteer, so we can demonstrate Zens’ skills,” mother announced.

      A hand shot up—a pretty blonde woman, in her early twenties, most likely an undergraduate research assistant to one of these famous scientists. A distinguished-looking gentleman with graying temples next to the undergraduate smiled and whispered something in her ear. Her cheeks tinged pink.

      His mother was about to point to the girl when Zens spoke to her via telepathy. “No, Mother, not her. She’s too young and impressionable. Instead, give me the man sitting next to her.”

      “Professor Anderson?”

      Perfect—the man who’d been obstructing his mother’s work. “Nice choice, mother.”

      “Zens, don’t embarrass me or jeopardize my career. If you let your mean streak take over, we could lose everything,” his mother warned.

      Zens smiled. “Sure, mother.” Ever the submissive son, he’d bide his time.

      His mother addressed the blonde woman. “Zens has requested someone of standing in the community. Someone we can all trust. You can choose.”

      The woman spun to the man beside her and volunteered him.

      “Professor Anderson, what a pleasure it will be to show you the results of our experiment.” Zens’ mother’s smile was all saccharine and honey with no hint of the malice she felt toward the man who’d axed her budget and restricted her methimium supply.

      The irony wasn’t lost on the professor, who scowled, but stood among a smattering of applause, and loped up onto the stage.

      “Don’t be too intrusive. Although arrogant, he’s brilliant. Unless you’re careful, he may have the mental capacity to thwart you.”

      “Yes, mother.” Thwart him? That’d be the day.

      Zens’ mother gestured to an empty chair. Professor Anderson sat and crossed his legs, smiling. A muscle in his jaw twitched.

      Zens’ mother addressed her colleagues and the government officials in the audience. “Today, you will participate in our demonstration. Options will appear on the console in front of you. Please press the screen to indicate which action you’d like the professor to perform. The most popular choice will be displayed here, where Professor Anderson can’t see.” She indicated to a screen behind the professor’s head. “Professor Anderson, no peeking. Zens will use telepathy to influence you to perform the actions requested by your peers. Just relax and follow his mental instructions.”

      This would be fun.

      While his mother was talking, Zens penetrated the man’s mind, sifting through flashes of the professor’s memories until he found what he wanted: Anderson in his fancy office after hours, indulging in hot and steamy sessions with his pretty blonde research assistant. A wedding ring glinted on the professor’s finger.

      Cross legs flashed on the screen.

      The smart alecs in the audience thought they could outwit Zens by choosing something the professor was already doing. Zens let his thoughts slither through Professor Anderson’s mind. “You’ll provide my mother with all the assistance she requires to complete her projects—or your sordid affair will become public. Now, uncross and recross your legs immediately.”

      The professor paled, but refused to move.

      Zens forced him to uncross and re-cross his legs. The professor’s movements were stiff and wooden.

      Professor Anderson gaped, clutching the arms of his chair. “How is this possible?” he rasped, his voice amplified throughout the theater.

      The next command flashed across the screen: raise your hand and scratch your head.

      Although the Professor resisted, Zens made the man’s arm twitch, and his fingers delve into his hair and scratch as if he had fleas.

      Tentative laughter rippled through the auditorium.

      Stand up and sit down rolled onto the screen.

      Fury glinting in his eyes, Professor Anderson gripped the arms of his chair, knuckles white. With a wave of mental energy, Zens wrenched the man’s arms free. The professor’s body jerked to stand, then Zens folded him back into his chair, making the professor cross his arms like a schoolboy and smile. This was almost too easy.

      Zens smiled at the blonde in the front row and sent her the next command he wanted her to enter on her console.

      Dance a jig popped up on the screen.

      Zens yanked the professor upright and goaded him into hopping around on stage, arms and legs flailing like an idiot. That would teach him not to spurn the work of a world-renowned geneticist.

      Professor Anderson tripped over his feet and stumbled back into his chair. The audience laughed, enjoying the spectacle.

      His mother’s gaze burned through Zens.

      Her smooth voice cut through the auditorium. “Of course, Professor, none of this display is intended to embarrass you. You obviously possess considerable dexterity and are able to perform these tasks easily on your own. Thank you so much for being willing to work with my son to educate everyone here today. For the audience’s benefit, please tell us whether you were you able to resist my son’s mental commands.”

      The professor’s eyes raked over Zens and his lip curled.

      Zens gazed at Professor Anderson’s research assistant, sharing his thoughts with her and Professor Anderson. “Wave to the professor and blow him a kiss. Show him how much you care.”

      As the pretty young woman raised her hand toward her mouth, Professor Anderson surged to his feet, flashing a smile. “I tried to resist, but I couldn’t. Zens was too, ah, persuasive.”

      Zens stopped the research assistant before she blew her kiss—and the Professor’s reputation out of the water—then shot one last thought at the professor. “You will provide my mother with everything she needs.”

      The Professor nodded, ostensibly at the applauding crowd.

      Professor Anderson left the stage and took his seat again stiffly, careful not to touch the pretty blonde.

      A wheeled robot zipped across the stage, carrying a barred cage containing three rats: a brown, a gray and an albino. A smile crept across Zens’ face as the robot placed the rats on a table, and they poked their noses out of the bars, snuffling.

      Mother’s voice rang out over the auditorium. “Now witness the destructive power of my son’s mind.”

      Zens thrust out his mind and slid into the white rat’s consciousness. The albino leaped onto the gray rat’s back and sank its fangs into its neck. The gray squeaked. Blood gushed over the white rat, staining its fur crimson. The brown rat raced back and forth, distressed. Until Zens shot images of feasting on the gray’s carcass into the brown’s mind. In response, he felt saliva pooling in the brown’s mouth as it and the albino rushed in to feed.

      The audience gasped in horror, their eyes glued to the frenzied rats.

      Zens’ mind twisted and jabbed at the albino’s. The albino fell on its back, legs thrashing, spasms running through its body. The rat twitched and was still.

      Adrenaline surged through Zens’ veins as the brown rat ripped into the gray rat’s flesh. Wet ripping echoed through the silent auditorium.

      Like a brilliant director, his mother used the dramatic pause, cutting in while the crowd was transfixed. “Behold what a great weapon Zens could be in the hands of the right general. With the power of his mind he could bring armies to their knees.”

      So that was his mother’s game. She wanted to sell him off to the highest bidder—like some chattel. Rage seethed beneath Zens’ skin like a roiling kraken, its tentacles wrapping around his heart and squeezing until his chest splintered. He’d become nothing but a product, beaten into submission by his father, experimented on by his mother, taught to destroy and maim so his parents could line their pockets. He hid his pain beneath an icy smile. Playing along—for now—Zens stood and walked over to his mother.

      At first there was only a smattering of applause. Zens raked his eyes across the men and women, commanding them to clap until the cheers and applause were deafening.

      His mother beamed at him—the fool.

      Her voice cut through the cheers. “The good news is that Zens’ DNA is replicable. I can create many more weapons like him—an entire army that can destroy with their minds.”

      The applause intensified, but this time it was not Zens’ doing. The government officials were applauding her—not his formidable mental skills.

      Zens bowed, and then spoke for the first time. “I would like to thank my mother for this opportunity.” It was true. He would never again get the opportunity to mine the minds of so many genetic engineers at once, and figure out how to thank his parents.
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      After his mother’s keynote demonstration, Zens prowled the main hall of the symposium, sticking to the crowd. Now that many distinguished scientists recognized him, it was more important than ever that he didn’t stand out. Not that any of them would be able to prove anything, even if they did suspect him of infiltrating their minds and stealing their secrets.

      He wandered past a display about polymerase chain reactions in a new strain of vitamin-enhanced soybeans—extolled as the latest super food that could feed millions. Boring. The next display was about molecular cloning in animals. A quick scan of the presenter’s mind showed a few nuances Zens hadn’t learned from dipping into his mother’s psyche.

      No one else had done the pioneering work with methimium brain implants that his mother had done. And no one had built on it since she’d first presented here years ago. Her work was cited as dangerous, unethical, but she’d been invited back every year—and this year, as keynote. Zens smiled. With methimium implants—and the knowledge he’d gained from his parents’ minds—the ability to control genetically engineered-creatures lay within his grasp. But what type of creatures? He’d hoped to find some inspiration for new experiments today.

      His smile turned icy as a dark-haired genetic engineer glared at him and curled his lip. Zens recognized the man. He’d been in the front row during their demonstration, sitting next to Professor Anderson.

      Slithering into his mind, Zens subtly stole his secret genetic research, then steered the man out of the crowd toward a nearby pillar. He made the idiot turn his head at the last moment, and let go of his control of the man, letting him crash into the pillar under his own steam. The dark-haired idiot smacked his head and reeled, trying to gain his footing, blood gushing down one of his temples.

      A passerby rushed in to help him as Zens melted into the crowd. It wasn’t his fault these humans with lesser minds were so susceptible to suggestion. He snorted. And these were the so-called most-brilliant minds on Earth.

      Zens strode on, past a display that enabled people to redesign their facial features, and came across a large crowd gathered around a screen with a machine beneath it.

      He hung back as a skinny Irish presenter with wild red hair spoke. “I tell you, I’ve seen them.” An image flashed on the screen. Gangly humanoid figures strolled through a rain forest, barely distinguishable from the lush plant life around them. “These images are an animator’s representation of the alien life forms I experienced. I nicknamed this planet Omega 859, and the life forms, the plant people. They’re remarkably similar to plants. Although they have limbs and eyes and are fully mobile, their skin photosynthesizes chlorophyll.” He beamed. “Amazing, aren’t they?”

      Some in the crowd murmured skeptically, others in appreciation.

      Zens was about to move on when the presenter’s next words caught his attention. “I couldn’t have discovered them without my methimium ray.”

      Methimium. The man had developed a ray?

      Within a heartbeat, Zens delved deep into the scientist’s mind, discarding extraneous information about the man’s family and fantasies he had about dragons. Within moments, he absorbed the technical information about the highly-calibrated machine standing on display. The machine was a portal to other worlds. Worlds with intelligent life forms that Zens could glean precious data from.

      “You’ll never guess what else I’ve seen, but that’s probably enough for today.” The man grinned.

      What else had he seen?

      Zens dived back into the guy’s head. Leathery wings beat and enormous scaled bodies flew through the sky over snow-tipped mountains. A beast opened its maw and a plume of fire shot through the sky.

      Fantasy or fact?

      Zens stuck around to find out.

      Baited, the crowd goaded the freckled, red-headed presenter into divulging more.

      Dragons filled the screen, their majestic wings blotting out entire villages and castles as they flew past. It looked like something out of an online game.

      Fantasy, then. Zens turned away. What a waste of time.

      The presenter’s next words stopped him in his tracks. “These images are from a multi-player Internet game from 2015, not what I saw. There were no castles in the world I found. But there were dragons: huge, scaled reptilia that breathed fire and winged their way through the skies. This game was the most accurate representation of those creatures that I could find, although we have enhanced the dragons to make them more realistic.”

      Zens hovered at the edge of the man’s consciousness, evaluating the speaker’s emotional responses to what he was saying: his pulse, the certainty in his mind, the images of the dragons and the sense of elation this guy felt as he spoke—he believed every word he was saying. Was he mad or did giant fire-breathing beasts really exist?

      Adrenaline surged through Zens. These dragons were creatures worthy of his talents.

      All he had to do was find them before his mother sold him to the highest bidder.
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      Without any dragon DNA to experiment on, Zens spent his time designing his own creatures.

      Finally, after months, elation surged through Zens as he hauled a furry, tusked creature out of an enormous glass vat and helped it stand. Its beady red eyes blinked at him and it snorted through its wet snout, its fur dripping fluid onto the lab floor. It’d taken much experimentation to design his new creatures, using warthog, cat, orangutan and human DNA to get the right tusks, fur, claws and snouts. Now, after many failed attempts, his first tharuk was ready—a cause for celebration.

      The first of many.

      Zens hugged the beast. “Welcome to Earth, 000. Together we’ll strike our enemies dead.”

      The tharuk growled, rubbing its warthog like head against Zens’ palm. Zens laughed, patting the damp fur. With warthog tusks—and wicked retractable claws in hands with prehensile thumbs— Zens’ tharuk was designed as a weapon, much the way his mother had designed him.

      Zens’ eyes roved over the row of tanks growing more tharuks—his furry, tusked lovelies.

      Footsteps and voices echoed outside the laboratory.

      “Stay quiet.” Zens thrust 000 into a metal cupboard to one side of the entrance doors, and communicated his plan via telepathy.

      The lab door hissed open and Zens’ father entered, trailed by his mother. “Still mucking around with your useless pets? Your pathetic experiments will never amount to anything.” He spat in Zens’ face.

      “Can’t you give him a break?” Zens’ mother pleaded, wringing her hands. “I’m still negotiating with the Chief of Defense. We need Zens in mint condition.”

      “Mother, come and see what I’ve made.” Zens called her over, taking advantage of her foolish soft spot for him. “Look, over, here.” He escorted her toward the glass tank nearest the cupboard.

      Falling for his lure, she came closer, his father trailing her. “Has one of your pets grown, dear? Do show me. It’s a shame you can’t go to university, but after you harmed those kids… Let me see. It doesn’t look much larger.”

      The cupboard doors flew open. 000 burst out, roaring. It raced past Zens’ mother, lunging at his father. Grabbing father in its strong arms, it squeezed his puny ribs until they punctured his clothing. Blood soaked his shirt. 000 twisted the carcass and slashed Zens’ father’s neck with its claws. It ripped his belly open with its tusks, flinging entrails over the room.

      “Enough,” called Zens. “Now it’s mother’s turn.”

      His mother’s screams were silenced as the tharuk ripped her head off with a sweep of its claws and smashed it against the metal cupboards, splattering gray tissue over the walls.

      That would teach his parents to underestimate him.

      Giddy euphoria pulsed through Zens’ veins. His father had finally gotten what he deserved. And his mother’s work would live on, the legacy of her scientific knowledge expanded in Zens’ own work.

      He tapped in her password and logged into her ordering system. Professor Anderson had approved every order since Zens’ little demonstration at the symposium last year. Zens placed an order for enough glass vats to grow an army of tharuks. While he was at it, he also ordered another horrendously-expensive fifty kilograms of methimium.

      It had been easy to arrange meeting with the red-haired Irish presenter, Professor Flannery, at his lab. It hadn’t taken much to strip Professor’s Flannery’s scientific secrets from his mind, agitate him so he had a heart attack, and steal the methimium ray. Dying was a small sacrifice for the professor to make to ensure a scientific advance in his technology. After all, it was only fair that the most brilliant mind in science took care of the scientific discoveries of lesser humans.

      “000, come with me.” Zens wandered over to the ray and stroked the metal casing.

      Fur still damp, 000 followed him, showing a keen interest as Zens explained the machine. Soon it would be time to open portals and start bigger experiments. And when Zens found dragons, he’d create an army of them and return to Earth as a mighty ruler. He and his dragons would cleanse the world of idiots, simpletons and bullies—those who deserved to die.

    

  


  
    
      3 Worlds Without End

      

      Zens twisted the dials on the methimium ray and pressed a button. The machine hummed and a shaft of golden light sprang from an aperture in the ray’s oblong metal housing. The ray bathed the far lab wall in shimmering gold light. Zens’ heart crashed and disappointment knifed through him. A blank wall, again.

      Zens flipped open a panel on the side of the ray and used the keypad to enter a new sequence of code. Nothing but the light’s golden glow. “Well, 000, that didn’t help much.”

      The tharuk, always at his side, grunted.

      He’d been recalibrating and adjusting the ray for months. He would’ve given up by now, except that he’d seen Professor Flannery’s memories and the worlds he’d visited using this ray. Zens sat back and sighed. If he hadn’t killed Flannery, perhaps he could’ve used him to access the portal, but humans were so difficult to manage. Anyway, he had the next best thing.

      Zens closed his eyes and delved deep into his mind, dredging up Flannery’s memories, examining them from every angle.

      Hang on, what was that?

      As Flannery entered the sequence on the keypad to activate the ray, his wrist bumped a slightly-raised patch of metal at the base of the keypad. Zens zoomed in and ran through the professor’s next memory. When the professor entered another code, he brushed that tiny button again. Brilliant—the guy had built in an unobtrusive locking mechanism, activated so subtly that any observers of a demonstration wouldn’t notice.

      Zens tapped the button and entered a code. This time, the machine hummed and the yellow light appeared. A black swirling mass coalesced over the wall. Pinpoints of light shone through the swirling fog. Zens blinked and rubbed his eyes. The light didn’t vanish—not tiredness then.

      The dark portal grew until it was big enough for several people to step though. Zens gasped. “000, this is it. We’ll create our dragon army and rule both worlds.”

      Dark saliva ran off his furry firstborn’s tusks.

      Through a gaping hole in the wall, a cityscape awaited. “Come on, 000, let’s go.” Zens stepped through the portal with his tharuk. They found themselves on top of a tall building, their faces covered by masks.

      Arching highways of colored light crisscrossed the sky and dipped between skyscrapers glittering with bright lights. Streams of traffic coursed along those highways—one-seater crafts shaped like silver cigars, passenger-filled disks that hurtled along at breakneck speed, box-like contraptions of sleek red and gold metal. Tiny colored blimps darted between them like bees. Beyond the city were undulating the red hills pockmarked with steaming craters bathed in the light from three orange moons.

      A formation of winged humanoid robots swooped over them in a huge arc. A dark-green robot broke off from the formation and plummeted toward him and 000. Activating reverse thrusters on its back, the robot descended vertically to hover in front of them, its metal carapace gleaming. Beams sprang from its eye-sockets roving over them from head to foot. Artificial intelligence, then. This was no human being in a suit.

      “What is your business on Xoltonar?” An aperture opened in the robot’s chest. Rods extended from it, attaching to Zens’ neck, skull and chest. Zens tugged gently, but the rods wouldn’t budge. “Do not resist. Please answer.” More rods flew out and attached to 000.

      The robot was using sensors to monitor their vital signs—an advanced lie detector.

      Zens told the truth. “We are merely here for observation.” He could learn something from this machine.

      “How did you travel here? You do not have a permit.”

      “I am experimenting with inter-world travel via a portal.” He waved at the dark hole gaping to the side of them and caught a glimpse of his own laboratory back on Earth in 2050.

      “Which planet have you come from?”

      “Earth, a planet in a solar system in an outer spiral arm of the Milky Way Galax—”

      A formation of red flying robots zipped past and opened fire, ray guns blazing. The green robot detached and spun, fire shooting from its rods. A red’s blast sizzled through the air and hit the green’s hip and wing.

      Smoke poured from the robot’s side and it crashed to the roof of the building. As the red robots flew off, an alarm issued from the prone robot’s chest. It hit a button and chemical foam spurted from its rods, drenching its hip and extinguishing the fire. “I cannot fly to the dock for repairs,” it said.

      Zens knelt by the robot. “If you give me your blueprint, I’ll repair you.” Finding out what made a robot from an alien planet tick was an opportunity too rare to miss.

      The robot nodded.

      Zens spun to his tharuk. “000, quick, grab my tools.” He gestured at the portal, which was shrinking, the sides crumbling in on their glimpse of the lab. “Quick.”

      In moments, 000 was back through the portal with Zens’ tool kit.

      A panel slid open on the robot’s chest, revealing a fascinating blueprint on a screen. Diagnostics showed on the screen, then a tutorial flashed up, showing Zens the repair steps. He pulled out his electronic calibration equipment and a few old-fashioned screwdrivers and set to work.

      A rogue red robot dived at them. Without thinking, Zens thrust out a hand. The robot careened into the building, smashing into shards as Zens turned back to his work.

      “I thank you for your kindness.” A rod extended from the green robot’s arm, holding a scalpel that sliced the skin inside Zens’ wrist. The robot inserted a clear sliver under Zens’ skin and sealed it with skin glue. “If you are ever in need, please open your portal and call me on Xoltonar via this communicator. It works from anywhere in this universe.”

      “Thank you.” Knowing an armed flying robot could come in handy.

      The portal’s edges wavering, Zens and 000 dashed back through to Earth.
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      Zens combed over the only memory he could access of Professor Flannery visiting the world with dragons, but the code the professor typed into the keypad was obscured. He tried delving deeper into the memory, but it was no use. Over the past few weeks, Zens and 000 had experimented, testing many code sequences in a methodical manner while searching for dragons.

      Zens entered the next sequence in the batch they were testing today.

      The ray shone on the wall and the fog swirled, parting to reveal hundreds of stone masons wearing rags and chipping away at a giant rocky edifice squatting in the middle of a verdant valley. The masons leaned into their work, fastened to the giant rock face by primitive ropes or chains mounted on rickety wooden structures hammered into the stone. Some sculpted fan-shaped appendages that hung over either side of the rock—giant wings, Zens realized. Others were carving fine scales onto a broad chest, spiny back and three reptilian heads.

      Zens inhaled, breath hissing.

      000 spoke via telepathy. “There’s your dragon, my master, a three-headed one.”

      “We don’t need a stone dragon, 000. We need a live one.” He couldn’t create a live dragon out of stone. Even his DNA manipulation had limits.

      A crack rang out. A flock of yellow birds with red heads and orange wingtips squawked, flapping from the bushes at the edge of the valley into the sky. Another crack sliced the air—and also cracked the skin on the back of a snoozing stone mason. A hulking brute towered over the bleeding man, grinning. He raised his whip again and yelled something indecipherable.

      Zens glanced up. Two moons were barely visible in the bright sunny sky. Definitely not Earth, then.

      More men stepped forward, wielding whips, and struck the tattered workers, making them hurry.

      Zens scratched his chin. Whipping was an effective strategy for speeding up productivity. The tip of a whip struck the ground near Zens’ foot. As much as he approved of the tactic, he’d prefer it wasn’t turned on him. Zens and 000 leaped back through the portal to the safety of the laboratory.

      The next day, Zens and 000 stumbled into a vast desert on yet another world. Their feet sunk into tangerine sand under a relentless blazing sun—a land of stark beauty with undulating dunes and scorching air that seared Zens’ lungs. There were no humans here, no other species—plant or animal—nothing to clutter this perfect land of blazing heat.

      “Look, dragons.” 000 pointed to the sky.

      Probably a desert mirage. Zens ignored his tharuk, dragging it back through the portal, his skin searing and blistered, and retreated to his lab to lick his wounds.

      Another day, they happened upon a misty village with primitive thatched roofs. Marauders on horseback charged out of the fog between the hovels. One marauder passed so close to Zens, he saw the hairs in the enormous horse’s nostrils. Screams pierced the sky as the marauder tossed a burning torch on to the thatch of a nearby hovel. The roof caught, flames ripping through the house and sparking to the next home. Soon, the village was ablaze. Occupants screamed and ran out into the dirt.

      A tiny girl fell at Zens’ feet, hanging onto his legs. She sobbed, turning her tear-stained face up to Zens, her brown eyes pleading as she ruined his spotless trousers.

      “Girl. Have you seen any dragons?” He forced the mental image of a flaming dragon into her head.

      Wide-eyed, the girl recoiled, shaking her head.

      Zens barked, “000, dispatch her.”

      The tharuk waded through the mud, raked its claws across the girls’ throat, and dropped her in the mud.

      Her blood pooled in the imprint of the giant horse’s hoof—a nasty reminder of Zens’ own blood as a child and the way he’d pleaded when his own father had beaten him. Zens wrinkled his nose. “000, do something about her stench.”

      000 threw the girl’s body into the burning flames.

      Zens stalked back through the portal to his laboratory, grimacing at the mud and blood splattered on his trousers and fine boots.

    

  


  
    
      4 Dragons’ Realm

      

      Every night, the swish of leathery wings and the crackle of flame filled Zens’ dreams. While dreaming, he communed with these magnificent creatures, beholding their golden eyes with slitted pupils. The dragons paid homage to him, acknowledging his superior mental powers and begging to carry him. He soared through the air on dragonback, their massive scaled bodies beneath him as they swept across mountain ranges, valleys, villages and lakes.

      “We must find these beasts, 000.” Zens slammed his hand upon the lab workbench, jiggling beakers and making the flame on the Bunsen burner stutter.

      000 sidled over to the methimium ray. “Let’s try again, master.” Claws sprang from his tharuk’s hand as 000 flipped open the keypad cover.

      Behind 000, 001 swept the floor, 002 washed test tubes, and 003 poured nutrients into the solution in the vats growing Zens’ newest crop of tharuks. Soon he would have enough for an army. If only he could find those dragons and grow some, too. He clicked his fingers and 004 mopped his brow with a cloth. These newer tharuks were not nearly as intelligent as 000—he’d used his own DNA when creating 000, but only inferior DNA for the rest of his tharuk troop. 000 was his firstborn, his heir—his superior creation. No other would be equal to his darling.

      “000, I’m despairing of ever finding dragons,” Zens said. “However, if we follow our plan and enter all the codes in order, we should eventually come upon this land of dragons. After all, we know they exist. By utilizing every available code, we’ll stumble on them sooner or later.” Hopefully, not too much later.

      000 cocked its head, its intelligent gaze meeting Zens’ eyes. “Let’s try a random code instead.” Before Zens could answer, the tharuk punched a code into the keypad.

      The ray shot out of its housing. Black fog swirled on the wall, and then parted, revealing a forest at the foot of snow-tipped mountains.

      Zen slammed his fist on the workbench, jostling the beakers again, nearly inclined to kick the methimium ray. “Look at that dreary world. There’s nothing beautiful about that.” He flung an arm at the portal. “Just another boring landscape, like any other.”

      A pair of large wings appeared above the mountain. “That’s a giant bird, isn’t it?”

      “Might be,” 000 replied noncommittally.

      The bird flew closer, revealing long taloned forelegs and a reptilian tail. A spurt of flame shot from its maw. “Brilliant, 000.” Zens raked his eyes over 000, filled with pride. “Absolutely brilliant, my firstborn. What a stroke of luck. We found the dragons.”

      Zens dashed through the golden light of the methimium ray to the portal suspended in front of them. He stepped over the foggy edges, tendrils of mist wrapping around his legs, and out onto a ledge, his boots squeaking in snow. 000 followed him, using his clawed feet to help him keep balance on the icy surface.

      “I’ll order you some boots when we return to the lab.” And some for his other tharuks. In fact, he could probably order hundreds of pairs for his future army without Professor Anderson batting an eyelid.

      They negotiated a treacherous icy path along the side of a mountainside. Below them was the forest he’d seen through the portal. A sea of green leaves rustled in the breeze. Birdsong rose from the valley. Ice melt cascaded down the mountainside into an aqua blue pool. Spring, then.

      They were higher than Zens had ever been before. It was almost like soaring upon one of those mighty winged beasts.

      He grasped 000’s hand, grabbing the icy rock face with his other hand, and made his way along the ledge. Around a corner in the mountainside, the ledge broadened into a plateau with a massive cave at the end. In front of the cave was a black-scaled dragon. Her regal head lay upon the ground. At her side, one of her wings was outstretched at an awkward angle, the membrane ripped to shreds. The snow was stained scarlet near her body, and churned up with a mess of paw prints—wolves by the look of it.

      The hairs on Zens’ neck prickled. He turned to check the trail. All clear.

      A young boy puffed up another path and clambered onto the plateau.

      Zens and 000 pulled back, hiding behind an icy outcrop.

      As the boy cautiously approached, the dragon lifted its head. Its golden eyes blazed, staring at the boy. A rumble built in its throat.

      The boy froze in mid stride.

      000 poked its head out to see. Zens flinched, pushing 000 behind the outcrop. Surely now, the dragon would flame the boy.

      But the boy straightened and closed the gap between him and the beautiful beast. He stroked the dragons’ head, crooning, his ragged clothing flapping in the breeze. “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?”

      The silly idiot was about to get flamed.

      The dragon tilted its head and its throaty rumble became deep purr. The boy beamed, his ugly, grimy face radiant, staring at the dragon in rapture.

      Zens frowned. Why hadn’t the beast flamed the boy or eaten him? He slithered inside the boy’s mind—a simpleton, easy to read.

      “What’s happening to me?” The boy asked, a surge of elation running through him.

      Elation—not fear.

      A deep voice rumbled through the boy’s mind. “Ferrin, we’re imprinting. I shall now be named Ferrina after you.” The dragon’s eyes regarded the boy keenly, evaluating him. A surge of the dragons’ love enveloped the boy, warmth wrapping around the lad like a sun-drenched blanket.

      Zens had never felt anything like it. His chest felt as if he’d been punched. Knees faltering, he sank to the snow.

      000 bent over him. “Master, are you okay?”

      Zens waved 000 off, riveted by the scene unfolding in front of him. Although, with his own ears, he could hear nothing more than a low rumble in the dragon’s throat, through the boy’s mind he experienced the power of the dragon’s mind, like radiant sunlight wrapping around the boy and lifting him. Without moving, the lad was soaring, riding an emotional high that Zens had never experienced.

      Love. An all-encompassing, overwhelming love. The sort of love Zens had yearned for but never felt.

      Sweetness filled the boy’s breast and a grin broke over his face. He gestured to the dragon’s wing, speaking to the dragon via telepathy, “If I am to be your rider, then we must heal you. Let me take you to the master healer at Dragons’ Hold and get you some piaua juice.”

      The snow bit through Zens’ trousers, making his legs ache. Bitterness burned through his belly. This boy—a piteous simpleton clothed in rags—was sharing a magical, loving bond with the dragon, while he, Zens, of superior intellect, was left out in the cold.

      “I am too injured to fly,” the dragon replied to the boy. “Besides, I cannot leave here, because I am guarding—” The dragon’s head snapped around and its nostrils flared. “Danger! Around the corner.” It stared at the outcrop where Zen was hiding.

      Zens pulled back, but it was too late—he’d been sensed.

      He withdrew his mind from the boy’s, and shot 000 a quick telepathic message. “Stay out of sight behind the outcrop.”

      Smiling, with his hands held out, palms up, Zens approached the boy. “My dear lad, I see your dragon is hurt. May I help you?” If he could kill the boy, he’d control the dragon. The beast would be better off with him than with a pathetic simpleton.

      Zens eyes fastened on a yellow stone glimmering on a leather band at the lad’s collarbone under the neck of his ratty homespun shirt. Methimium—it had to be. He smiled again. “I’m a traveler. I’ve come a long way and find myself here on your beautiful mountain. What is the name of this place?” He waved a hand at the forest below.

      The boy gave a chuckle. “Why, everyone in Dragons’ Realm knows that’s Great Spanglewood Forest.” He pointed at a ring of fierce peaks beyond the forest. “And those distant mountains are Dragon’s Teeth, the peaks that guard Dragons’ Hold. Where are you from?”

      “Earth.”

      “My ma says we’re all bound by blood, sweat and earth.” The boy grew bold, stepping away from the dragon, toward Zens. “Which village do you hail from? Monte Vista, far across the Flatlands? Or perhaps from Last Stop, or even Naobia?” He frowned. “No, if you were from Naobia, your skin would be much darker because of the fierce sun.”

      Zens gave what he hoped was a disarming smile and took a pace backward. The boy followed, bringing him further away from the dragon. Good. “What’s that beautiful stone you’re wearing around your neck?”

      The boy shrugged. “I know not.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      The lad’s face brightened. “That’s easy. On the other side of Spanglewood, over the Terramite mountain range is a beautiful valley full of these crystals.” He tilted his head. “I must heal my dragon. Do you have any bandages?”

      “I have medical supplies in my bags, just around the corner.” Zens walked back along the trail, and the fool followed. “000, be ready.” A low mental chuckle was 000’s only answer as Zens ushered the boy around the outcrop.

      Claws sprang from 000’s furry hands, the tharuk’s warthog snout spreading in a vicious smile. Dark saliva dripping down its tusks, 000 lunged.

      The boy struggled, kicking 000’s knee then spinning to kick Zens’ belly.

      Zens staggered back, shocked. For a split second, he wanted to lash out with his mind and choke off the scummy boy’s breath, but he restrained himself, smiling. The boy was 000’s kill.

      With a snarl, his beautiful firstborn tharuk leaped and slashed across the boy’s jugular. The boy’s eyes flew wide and his body slumped to the icy trail, his lifeblood pumping over the snow in steaming vermilion.

      Zens nudged the boy’s body with his boot, and leaned against the hillside, picking at his fingernails. “Toss this heap of rot off the mountainside.”

      Still drooling dark saliva, 000 booted the boy. His body thudded down the mountainside in a spray of ruby droplets, and disappeared into thick brush.

      Zens patted 000’s head, and the tharuk leaned into his touch, purring. “Well done. Now, it’s time to tame that dragon, my lovely.”

      A thunderous roar shook the ledge, reverberating through Zens’ boots and up his spine. Zens darted around the outcrop, 000 panting behind him.

      The black dragon opened its maw and spouted flame, melting a swathe of snow.

      “Don’t worry, 000, that beast can’t hurt us. It’s injured.” Just in case, Zens shoved 000 in front of him as they paced through the snow toward the dragon.

      The dragon roared again and struggled to its feet. Its wing dragging behind it, the creature advanced, leaving a dripping trail of blood.

      Fear skittered through Zens’ bones—and admiration. This wondrous, powerful creature would be his. Soon, when the creature beheld him and appreciated his talents—he’d experience that same sunlit rapture the boy had felt.

      The dragon charged, heaving its body forward. Entrails peeked through a rent in its hide, previously hidden by its injured wing.

      A smile broke across Zens’ face. He thrust out his mind, forming a telepathic link with the beast. “I’m here to help you,” he crooned. “Let me heal you. I’m your friend.”

      “A friend would not kill the one I love. Ferrin, my new rider, is dead because of you.” The dragon’s voice seared Zens’ mind.

      He fought to subdue the beast, but his mental power held no sway. Surely, the dragon would see reason. “He was nothing but a child, a boy of poor mind. I’ll be a superior rider.”

      “You’ll never ride me.” As the dragon spoke, Zens’ mind burned with the creature’s venomous words. “You’re despicable, picking on those weaker than you. You have an evil canker growing in your heart that will never be uprooted.”

      Every memory of Zens hurting another being played in his mind—the dragon was controlling him.

      The dragon opened its maw. Zens dived, pushing 000 to the ground, and they rolled, flame blistering overhead. The dragon stomped toward them in the snow, bellowing. Its roars shook the ledge, dislodging a wedge of snow on the mountainside above them. The beast roared again. Snow cascaded down the mountainside above them—at first a rumble, then a roar as it built in momentum, a giant flurry of snow heading straight for them.

      Then Zens saw what the creature was guarding—she’d been hiding an enormous translucent egg in a nest at the cave mouth. He broke his telepathic link with the dragon, blocking her out. “000, get the egg, while I distract her.”

      Zens linked minds with the dragon again, and bellowed, charging straight for it.

      Surprised, the dragon skittered back, a loop of entrails escaping from her belly. She groaned and slumped to the ground. Snow and rock plummeted down the mountainside. The avalanche hit her, burying her long neck and body under a pile of icy rock. She moaned, fire spurting from her prone head at Zens’ boots.

      He laughed, dancing away. “Thought you could thwart me, did you? I’ll show you I’m superior to your rat of a rider.”

      000 dived into the nest and snatched up the golden translucent egg—longer than the tharuk’s torso.

      “Go, 000, take it to the lab.”

      As 000 raced around the corner, Zens stalked over to the dragon and slid a knife from his pocket.

      “My dragonet!” The dragon lifted its head a few inches off the snow, but only a tiny spurt of fire issued from its maw.

      The dragon’s twitching tail stuck out from a pile of snow. Zens hacked it off, and scooped up the bleeding tip, running after 000, the dragon’s plaintive cries echoing behind him all the way back through the portal to Earth.

      Served the stupid beast right for choosing a lowly boy over him.

    

  


  
    
      5 The Hatchling

      

      Although it’d been two weeks since they’d returned from Dragons’ Realm, none of Zens’ dragon spawn had taken. He stalked along the row of tharuks tending the nano-dishes in which not a single cell had replicated. Hundreds of experiments had failed. Something in dragon DNA resisted his cloning process, no matter what they tried.

      As Zens paced back and forth, 000 stroked the giant golden egg under heat lamps in the corner of the lab. He snorted. They’d even ordered a bale of hay—on Professor Anderson’s tab—to nestle the egg in. The heat lamp had been his idea, of course—and the dragonet in the egg seemed to respond to it. A tiny dark dragon was visible through the translucent shell, twisting and turning in fluid. Occasionally, a wing, talon, or snout pressed up against the shell.

      A vibration ran through the egg.

      000 laid its furry head against the egg, snout twitching. “It’s hatching, master.”

      “Stand back,” Zens said.

      His firstborn tharuk scuttled out the way, letting Zens access the egg. About time. 000 had spent nearly all of its waking hours tending the silly egg. A dark crack ran down the shell. Excitement thrilled through Zens. This was it—he was finally going to have his own dragon to worship him.

      More cracks ran through the egg, spider-webbing out across the shell until it was covered in a network of dark veins. A talon smashed a hole near the top. Another talon burst out halfway down. With a chirrup, the dragonet’s head bashed its way through. Tiny wings flapping, it burst out of the shell, scattering fragments over the hay and lab floor. It tilted its head, golden eyes gazing at 000. The wee thing landed and stretched its wings. Steam rose from them as they dried under the heat lamp. It adjusted its stance, talons clacking on the floor, tail twitching.

      000 grinned, its snout hanging open and eyes glazed.

      The dragonet bared its fangs in a dragonly smile.

      Its minuscule scales were perfect. None of Zens’ failed experiments mattered now. He had a real dragonet—all his. Wait a minute...

      000 and the dragonet were still staring at each other—bonding. Imprinting.

      Zens slid into the dragonet’s mind. “I am your master.”

      The dragonet whirled, eyes flying wide, and flapped its wings. It reared, screeches grating along Zens’ skull. He scooped it up. The dragonet scrabbled, raking at Zens with its talons, shredding his shirt and gouging his chest. His torso throbbed.

      The dragonet’s fear spiked through him. Flashes of its memories shot through Zens’ head, seen though the golden film of the translucent egg: its mother’s roars shaking the nest; the flurry of snow burying its mother alive; him lunging at the dark-scaled dragon and slicing off the tip of her tail; his malicious smile; and finally, the egg being nestled against 000’s warm chest.

      Zens dropped the dragonet, staring at 000 as the newborn creature scrambled into his firstborn tharuk’s arms.

      Enraged, Zens flung out his hands and squeezed his fists tight. The dragonet gurgled and slumped. A trail of blood leaked from its nostrils and its eyes rolled back in its head.

      “Dead?” 000 asked.

      Zens gasped, “000, what have I done?”

      “Dead,” said 000, laying the dragonet’ dead body among the hay and egg shards.

      Cold prickles ran down Zens’ spine. He’d killed their only dragon and couldn’t use the dragonet’s DNA to grow more, because his cloning techniques had failed on dragon DNA.

      He gritted his teeth. If they couldn’t grow the DNA here, perhaps the conditions were wrong.

      He’d transport his methimium-powered laboratory, piece by piece, to the valley beyond the Terramites in Dragons’ Realm where methimium was plentiful and the people so primitive it was easy to influence their minds. One way or another, with the help of his tharuks, he would have his dragons.

      Zens grinned. “Come on, 000. Gather your tharuk siblings. Let’s go hunting in Dragons’ Realm.”
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      Ambition

      

      A dull glow emitted from striations in the granite walls, painting the cavern in amber light and causing the uneven floor to cast dark shadows on each edge and recess. Natural pedestals and shelves of stone were scattered across the chamber. Upon one such shelf, three Drow fought. Rapid clacks from wood striking wood echoed off the domed rock ceiling; grunts and footsteps filled the gaps between blows. Per tradition, four Drow occupied the arena, the last watching from a gallery shelf above.

      The warriors constantly moved about, leaping upon outcroppings, ducking into low spots, and bounding off walls, simultaneously attacking or defending strikes from an opponent.

      Two leapt upon a flat shelf and clashed yet again.

      Tranadal’s naginata whirled, its hardened shaft blocking strike after strike as Gandor forced him backward and Lorean came at him from behind. Escaping their trap, Tranadal leapt away. He took two rapid steps along the wall, his horizontal body narrowly missed by Gandor’s naginata sweeping beneath him. Tranadal pushed off to flip over the attacker, but his toe snagged on a rock jutting from the wall, causing him to land off-balance.

      Unable to quickly move away, Tranadal fell to one hand, coiling to leap again. Before he could, Gandor’s blade struck his leg. Pain flared as he stumbled and fell, his weapon spinning from his grip.

      A female voice echoed in the cavern. “Match.”

      Soft footsteps descended the gallery stairs while Tranadal remained on his hands and knees, breath coming in gasps, leg throbbing. He glanced in the opposite direction, where Gandor stared in concern and Lorean smirked. Yes, the blow to Tranadal’s leg had stung and would bruise, but the sparring sheath over Gandor’s blade had prevented any serious damage. The worst wound was to his pride. He had failed. Again.

      Juin-Hara addressed the victor. “Once again, well fought, Applicant Gandor. Your movements are precise and efficient, little energy wasted. I will send my recommendation to Letalis Commander Arci-Aesha for you to join her squad. Prepare your things, for I believe she visits the Deep within days.” She gestured with a flick of her hand. “You are dismissed. Acolyte Lorean will remain while I speak with Applicant Tranadal.”

      Gandor bowed. “As you wish, Weapon Master.”

      He met Tranadal’s gaze, nodded, and turned to leave the sparring arena. As his footsteps faded, the cave fell eerily silent.

      “You failed again, Tranadal,” said Juin-Hara. “I fear you may never be ready to join the Legion.”

      Lips pressed together, Tranadal stared at the weapon master. “I know I can do it. Give me a little more time, and I will prove myself ready.”

      “Your ninety-ninth name day comes soon.”

      Frowning, Tranadal replied, “Yes. In three days.”

      Juin-Hara nodded. “And you have yet to pass a true trial by arms.”

      “I will continue training, even if it takes another decade.”

      The weapon master shook her head. “As you know, that is not our way. If you are unable to prove yourself by your ninety-ninth name day, you cannot join the Legion. You will be forced to become a producer.”

      Tranadal sneered. “I am not meant for such menial work.”

      Juin-Hara’s face darkened, her ashen skin taking on the shade of hot coal. “Use that tone with me again, and we will spar without sheaths. You will discover what a master letalis can do.”

      Fear twisted Tranadal’s innards. He had been training for decades, confident in his skills, but Juin-Hara had earned her position on merit – a veteran letalis who had survived dozens of campaigns into the Deep, a third of them leading her own squadron. I cannot face her in such a manner.

      Shamed, he lowered his gaze, his voice becoming a whisper. “Yes, Weapon Master.”

      “Better.” She turned and walked a few strides before pausing. Over her shoulder, she said, “You have two days. Rest and prepare. At that time, I will give you a final chance to prove yourself. With Gandor joining the Legions, I have no other student at your level. Thus, you will face me and Lorean. Win and you get your wish. Lose, and your training is over.”

      She faded into the gloom, leaving him alone with his worries.
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      Still in his black sparring fatigues, Tranadal climbed the curving stairs, his thoughts consumed by his dilemma. Even after decades of training and hundreds of attempts, he always failed to pass the final test that would allow his ascendance to the Legion. Since his fiftieth name day, he had imagined exploring the Deep, discovering a previously unknown ore deposit, returning with a large catch from a hunt…becoming a hero to his people. Even after millennia, squads often discovered new tunnels and faced the horrors lurking within. Yes, some died, but those deaths were an irregular occurrence.

      The stairs brought him to an immense cylindrical-shaped cavern, its rocky roof many hundreds of feet above. Veins of amber pulsed on the granite walls like a heartbeat, appropriate since this was the heart of the city. A massive tower stood in the center, its dark walls marked by swirls of silver. At every level, bridges spanned the gap from the tower to the cavern walls, each leading to a dark tunnel. Sixty-four levels, Tranadal thought. Legend said the Makers had crafted Domus Argenti long ago as both a home and an homage to their god. While theories and tales existed, no written history documented what had become of the Makers. Tranadal wondered if the truth would even be known. They were builders, not warriors. Most likely, deepspawn wiped them out. Unlike the Makers, the Drow had proved a hearty lot, their entire society designed to confront the Deep and its monsters.

      He crossed the cavern floor and passed a cluster of guards, an escort for two producers pushing a cart filled with red streaked gray stone. Those red streaks are ore, Tranadal thought. No wonder it is guarded. Ore and chromium, the two minerals required to forge steel, were rare elements found only in the Deep. Nothing held more value to the Drow.

      Two males pushed the cart, teeth clenched, sweat dripping down their faces. Like Tranadal, both had ashen skin, angled eyes, and pointed ears. Unlike him, their days were filled with hard labor, their future bereft of hope other than the rare chance one would be selected for mating. Even that would be a short-lived respite. If successful, the male might earn another chance with another mate. If not, they returned to hard labor, producing the food and raw materials needed to supply Drow society.

      Tranadal passed through an arched doorway thrice his height and just as wide, entering the tower proper. Across the sprawling circular room, smithies hammered molten metal, sweating in the heat of the four nearby forges. My blade came from one of those forges, long ago, Tranadal thought. Ichor had been gifted to him after his father died on a mission in the Deep. Tranadal was only fifty at the time, decades from adulthood. That moment had set him on the path of a letalis, an objective he had pursued with single-minded determination. Now, he wondered if he should have chosen the path of a crafter, a path less apt for failure. Nobody chose to become a producer; it was assigned only after another path failed.

      He crossed the floor, stepped onto a diamond-shaped platform in the center, and faced a panel mounted to a silver column. Placing his palm against the panel, Tranadal closed his eyes and whispered; his skin stung where it contacted the panel. The world lurched, and he was suddenly on the thirty-seventh level, which was noticeably cooler than the first level. He removed his palm from the panel, the last of the blood leached from his palm dissipating.

      A corridor took him through an arched doorway and out of the tower. He then crossed a bridge spanning the gap between the tower and the outer wall and entered a shadowy maw. It was a path few chose to tread. Most feared the singers, distrustful of their mystical arts. Those who do not understand something fear it. I wonder if that has always been the way of things. While he had reservations about singer magic, he held no such fear. His sister, like their mother, had chosen the path of a singer.

      The passageway opened to a cave with a two-tiered floor, leaving him standing on the lower level. A young female singer with long white hair approached. She wore the gray robes of an acolyte, yet to be raised to ardent and decades away from becoming a savant. Her striking pale blue eyes and willowy frame made her among the most attractive Drow of Tranadal’s generation.

      “Greetings, Tranadal,” she said.

      He dipped his head. “Well met, Lycerin. I am seeking my sister.”

      Lycerin turned her lower lip out, feigning a pout. “I thought you sought my company.”

      He chuckled. “Your presence is always welcome.”

      Sidling up to him, she slid her arm beneath his and pulled him close. “When I am raised and allowed to choose a mate, your name will top my list.”

      His pulse thumped in response to her body pressed against his. Before he could reply, she added, “I just hope it happens soon, before you are promoted to letalis and venture off into the Deep.”

      His smile slid away.

      She put a hand to his cheek. “I have upset you. I am sorry.”

      He shook his head. “No. It is not you. There is something I must discuss with Dai-Seryn.”

      “Come,” she turned, her arm still in his. “She is in the sanctuary. I will escort you there.”

      She led him onto a narrow sloping path. Within moments, they emerged into the upper portion of the prior chamber, climbed a set of stairs, and followed another corridor.

      Musical voices came from a nearby chamber, their lilting tone akin to a song. The tunnel opened to a shelf two stories above another room. Lycerin pulled Tranadal to a stop, finger to her lips as they stood in the shadows, giving them a clear view of the chamber below. Two male Drow, one dressed in red robes, the other in black, were arguing. Tranadal recognized the latter as Savant Xavan, his sister’s guide in the arts of song. The other’s identity was easily deduced by his red robes. Sage Ovayan. Approaching his six hundredth year, Ovayan was among the eldest living Drow. As leader of the singers, he also acted as their lone Coven representative. Hunched over on his staff, the sage’s head was bald, with spots dotting his wrinkled ashen skin. In contrast, Xavan was among the tallest of Drow, his frame and features lean and distended. Tranadal wondered if he had been stretched to that height by magic alone.

      “…and claim our destiny,” Xavan sang, passion in his voice.

      The sage shook his head. “We fled the surface long ago to save our people. I’ll not see them destroyed for no gain.”

      Xavan gestured with his long fingers. “Millennia have passed; our numbers are swelling. Our legionnaires are well trained, ready to meet the armies of man. We possess unique abilities, well beyond what we knew before seeking refuge in Domus Argenti. Can you not see? We are well prepared to reclaim our rightful place and rule the world.”

      Ovayan glared at Xavan, white eyes sparkling. “The Coven would not agree. The gods of man make the wizard lords too powerful. Our god was defeated long ago, forcing us to survive by our own means.” He turned away and spoke over his shoulder. “Forget such ambitions, Xavan. They will only lead you to ruin.”

      The sage shuffled off, leaning heavily on his staff as he faded into a dark opening and left Xavan alone. Fists clenched, the savant spun and glided down another tunnel, disappearing from view.

      When all fell silent, Tranadal whispered to Lycerin, “Xavan wishes us to return to the surface?”

      Saying the words aloud made Tranadal’s stomach twist, caught between anxiety and anticipation. He had spent countless hours wondering what wonders existed in the world above but never had he dared to imagine exploring it.

      Lycerin clamped her hand over his mouth, leaning close as she whispered. “You mustn’t tell anyone what you heard.” The warmth of her breath tickled his neck, his pulse rising. “That was surely a private conversation, not intended for our ears and certainly not to be shared outside these halls.”

      Tranadal nodded. He knew such talk would only lead to discord. Eight centuries had passed since the last attempted rebellion. A quarter of the Drow population had died in that civil war, all because a few dozen had decided it was time to return to the surface. The failed rebellion further solidified the Coven’s resolve to remain in Domus Argenti. Anything was preferable to extermination.

      Lycerin drew him along the shelf and into another tunnel, leading up to a small circular cave with a high domed ceiling, a single gem at the apex. The glow from the gem bathed the cell in crimson light. Directly below the gem, a gray-robed figure sat with her eyes closed, cross-legged on the floor. Her long white hair was marked by a single black streak, the inverse of the white streak in Tranadal’s black hair. As usual, both twins had their hair tied in a tail. She appeared much like him, but with more delicate features – a slightly thinner nose and chin, fuller lips, tented fingers long and elegant.

      Mouth open, a soft aria came from Dai-Seryn, the sound reverberating off the curved walls and domed roof. It was the sound of magic, the song of a singer.

      She opened her dark eyes, song ending. The gem above darkened, its crimson light fading to near blackness. “Hello, brother.”

      “Dai-Seryn,” he replied, “I wish to speak with you.”

      Rising to her feet, she tilted her head. “I sense something is amiss.”

      He glanced at his escort. “Thank you for the company, Lycerin, but I would speak to my sister in private.”

      Lycerin unhooked her arm from his. “I understand.” Softly, she brushed the back of her fingers along his cheek. “I hope you find answers for whatever troubles you.”

      She exited the Sanctuary, soft footsteps fading into the gloom.

      “Come to my room,” Dai-Seryn said, “away from prying ears.”

      He followed, his stomach roiling over what he was about to ask of her.

    

  


  
    
      Song of Shadows

      

      Tranadal knew the request could cost him his life. While his sister had listened intently, she had only offered him a slim hope…one requiring great risk. Trailing Dai-Seryn out of her room, he reached out and gripped her shoulder.

      She stopped and turned toward him. “What is it?”

      A glance in both directions revealed nobody in sight. Leaning close, he whispered, “Is this a good idea?”

      Her almond-shaped eyes narrowed. “I told you…what you ask is beyond my ability. At least, as of now. Of any singer capable, Xavan is most likely to offer assistance.”

      “You trust him?”

      “He is my master and a guide in the ways of song. I believe he will help you. More importantly, I am confident he will not betray you.”

      Brow furrowed, Tranadal considered the risk. Asking his sister to defy sacred law on his behalf was one thing, approaching a stranger was harder. “All right. I trust your guidance.”

      It was true. Trusting Xavan was another matter. Thoughts of the overheard conversation between the singer and Ovayan cast additional doubt. What if he uses me to advance his agenda? Would he turn me in to the lawkeepers, hoping to influence the Coven toward his wild plans? Tranadal did not know, and the lack of certainty left him feeling exposed.

      Dai-Seryn led him up a stairwell, along a passageway, and to a closed door. Placing her hand on the door panel, she opened her mouth, a high-pitched and warbling song emerging. The air around her hand shimmered, and the door became transparent, appearing a shadow of its former state. She passed through the doorway, gesturing for him to follow. As he did, a cold sensation washed over his body, fading the instant he was beyond the doorway. The door solidified, masking the tunnel outside.

      They stood in a small cavern with a spout in the wall, spring water trickling into a small pool. Crossing the compact space and passing through an arched opening, Dai Seryn stopped a few strides into the larger neighboring chamber and bowed, Tranadal settling beside her.

      Seated at his desk, Xavan looked up, a frown drawing on his long face. “What is the meaning of this intrusion, Dai-Seryn?”

      She stood upright. “I beg a favor, Savant Xavan.”

      The elder singer leaned back, eyes narrowed. “In your three decades under my tutelage, this is a first.”

      “Thus, you know it is important to me.”

      “Very well.”

      “This is my brother, Tranadal.” She gestured toward him. “He has trained for years as a letalis, intent on joining the Legion. His time grows short, and he has yet to pass his trial.”

      Frowning, Xavan asked, “What would you have me do? I am not part of the Legion, nor am I able to influence their decisions.”

      “If he can defeat Juin-Hara in combat, he is guaranteed entry.”

      Xavan rose, glided around the desk, and stopped a stride from Tranadal. He tilted his head while staring down at him. “Your skills are insufficient?”

      Tranadal pressed his lips together and replied in an even tone. “I am proficient at combat and a master with the naginata.”

      “Yet, you have failed.”

      “I have…poor luck.”

      Xavan arched a brow. “So, you wish to bend luck in your favor?” He shook his head. “The singers have yet to deduce a method of influencing chance.”

      Tranadal’s remaining hope began to dissipate.

      Dai-Seryn asked, “Is there nothing you can do?”

      The tall singer’s lip turned up in a smirk. “I did not say that.” He looked Tranadal in the eye. “Are you prepared to make sacrifices to achieve your desire?”

      “I am,” Tranadal said, without hesitation.

      “Very well.”

      Turning, Xavan crossed the room and approached a bookshelf. As he drew near, the singer emitted a low note, finger waggling, and the bookshelf rotated to reveal a hidden opening. With a gesture for them to follow, Xavan glided down the dark tunnel.

      Dai Seryn leaned close to Tranadal and whispered, “After visiting his study a thousand times, I never suspected a passage lurked behind that shelf.”

      “What do you think he intends of me?”

      “I do not know.”

      The siblings passed the bookshelf and followed the corridor a dozen strides before it opened to reveal a cell eerily similar to the Sanctuary.

      Xavan extended his hand toward Tranadal. “Give me your weapon.”

      Every letalis treated his or her naginata as a prized possession, an extension of one’s self rather than a mere instrument of war. In the decades since his father’s death, he rarely went anywhere without it and had never allowed anyone else to hold it. Despite his reservations, he handed the naginata to the singer.

      Xavan looked at Dai-Seryn. “You have heard of soul capture?”

      “Of course. It is a practice long-forbidden.”

      “It is an advantage long-ignored. What I am about to do must remain a secret…at least until I rise to sage, which shan’t be long, for Ovayan has grown old and feeble.”

      From somewhere within his robes, he produced a long silver needle. Needle tip to the staff, he began to sing, the tip of the metal liquefying as his tone rose. Slowly, drops of liquid metal fell. When they reached the black naginata shaft, curving lines of text began to form in a language completely foreign to Tranadal. The script continued to run along the length of the shaft until it reached the blade.

      Xavan pocketed the remaining bit of the silver needle and strode to the center of the room. Once beneath the gem at the top, he sang. The gem began to glow brighter and brighter, its red turning to pink and then white, forcing Tranadal to shield his eyes. The white darkened until the light emitted from the gem turned such a dark purple, it appeared black. Xavan lifted Ichor up until the tip touched the gem. His tone then shifted, causing the black light to lick the blade, swirl around it, and finally sink into the metal itself.

      All fell quiet. The room returned to darkness and Xavan’s shoulders slumped. He turned toward Tranadal and held the naginata toward him.

      “Beware,” Xavan said. “The blade is forever hardened and will cut through anything, even stone.”

      Tranadal pulled the naginata close and noted odd symbols etched in the metal. “How will that help me?”

      “You know the name Arci-Aesha?”

      “Of course. She is a legend among the letalis.”

      “She has achieved such status by wielding a weapon enhanced by the same spell.”

      Tranadal looked down at the weapon in his hands, the etched symbols in the metal now taking on a new meaning. “What will happen?”

      “The sparring sheath will fail. Whatever your blade meets will be cut, be it metal, flesh, or the hardened shaft of your opponent.” Xavan drew a deep breath. “What you do to defeat your opponent is now up to you. I have merely given you the tool. You must choose how you wield it.”

    

  


  
    
      Soul Magic

      

      Anticipation hung in the air, as the sparring arena gallery shelf filled with Drow eager to watch Tranadal’s duel, among them his sister and Xavan. Word had spread that Tranadal would face Juin-Hara in his last chance to prove his worth, a final duel to decide his fate. With his future at stake, anxiety thrummed through Tranadal’s veins even before discovering he had an audience: the additional witnesses only made his anxiety worse.

      Standing upon a five-foot tall column in the middle of the sparring arena, Tranadal peered down at the weapon in his hands. Silvery scrawl reflected light as he rotated it, reminding him again of the enchantment Xavan had gifted Ichor. As with any duel, a sheath covered the sharpened edge of his blade, masking it from view. Xavan’s statement replayed in his head once again: The sparring sheath will fail. Concern dragged at his determination, threatening to cast his future in doubt. I will win. I will not become a producer. I am above such things.

      With that thought fixed firmly in his head, resolve fortified, he prepared himself to fight.

      As he lifted his gaze, Juin-Hara crossed the floor and effortlessly leapt upon another pedestal, ten strides from where he stood. To her right, Lorean stood ready, naginata in hand, blade covered.

      Juin-Hara asked, “Are you prepared to fight, Applicant Tranadal?”

      He nodded. “I am.”

      “When we begin, the fight will continue until Lorean and I are both given a lethal blow or you have been hit just once. Remember, the Deep is filled with horrors that kill with but a touch. You cannot survive as a letalis unless you can prove yourself.”

      “I understand.”

      “The moment you leave your pedestal, we will attack.”

      Tranadal gripped his naginata with both hands, set his jaw, and prepared himself. All fell quiet, the crowd fading into the background as the thumping of his heart filled his ears.

      Leaping, he landed on a platform five strides away, creating distance between him and Juin-Hara. As expected, Lorean attacked, thrusting his staff toward Tranadal, who nimbly twisted out of the way. With an upswing, he knocked his opponent’s shaft away and leapt again, flipping through the air as Juin-Hara’s naginata swept below him. He landed on the arena floor and darted away, his opponents giving chase.

      Tranadal rounded a tall pedestal, briefly blocking him from view. He stopped short and leapt high, back-flipping upon the pedestal, his naginata flying toward Lorean’s chest. At the last moment, Lorean dodged, the butt of Tranadal’s weapon clipping his shoulder. The impact, coupled with Lorean’s momentum, sent him spinning to the ground. Juin-Hara, rising up quickly, leapt, blade end slashing toward Tranadal in a wide arc, aimed at his exposed flank. Expecting it, Tranadal had already stepped off the pedestal edge, gravity taking him below the path of her weapon.

      He landed on the arena floor and darted off, racing between pillars, pedestals, and rock shelves before reaching a set of stairs that rose to a dais. He ran up a full flight, stopping at the top, naginata ready. Lorean rushed him. Lunging, Tranadal thrust the butt end of his weapon toward Lorean, who dove sideways and landed a few strides away, rolling across the dais before coming up in a crouch. He then swiped his blade in a broad arc, trapping Tranadal between the stairs and a wall.

      Climbing the staircase, Juin-Hara planted the butt of her shaft and leapt, vaulting herself, weapon whirling in a downward strike, straight toward Tranadal, forcing him to block lest he be sliced in two. Bracing himself, Tranadal met the mighty blow. The shafts struck with a loud clack, hers sliding off as she continued past him. He spun, blade end coming around as she landed, but Juin-Hara was ready, her naginata held upright to block the attack. When Tranadal’s blade met her shaft, the unimaginable happened.

      The edge tore through the sheath, cleaved through the other weapon, and sliced across Juin-Hara’s midriff. Jaw gaping, she staggered backward, reaching for her stomach as a crimson streak appeared on her ashen skin, exposed by the slice in her fatigues. Shocked himself, Tranadal lowered his naginata, regret flooding in. Rather than attack him, Lorean ran to Juin-Hara’s side.

      Tranadal’s naginata suddenly darkened, a near-black light arcing from it to Juin-Hara. She stiffened, eyes bulging, jaw dropped in a silent scream, and then collapsed. The dark light snapped back into Ichor. A voice rose within Tranadal’s mind, screaming for blood. It roared, his vision reddening, raw hatred filling him. In a flash, he lunged, his blade plunging through Lorean’s throat. Immediately, the naginata again blackened, its dark light enveloping Lorean and then withdrawing as the dead Drow collapsed in a heap.

      Power, raw and unbridled, hummed through Ichor, filling Tranadal with rage. He raised it into the air, lifted his head, and bellowed. His voice trembled with energy, the cry lasting for a time before waning. He lowered the weapon and looked upon his foes. The rage subsided, replaced by horror.

      Both bodies were withered, appearing dead for ages rather than seconds. Lorean’s throat was torn open; Juin-Hara’s torso, eviscerated.

      “What have I done?” His own voice sounded distant, as though he was trapped in a dream turned nightmare.

      He then recalled the crowd in the gallery. Turning, he found Xavan standing beside Dai-Seryn, the savant’s face emotionless while his sister’s eyes filled with tears and her hands covered her mouth. Three Coven members stood amid the crowd, including Sage Ovayan.

      Ovayan pointed at Tranadal. “Arrest him for murder.” The ominous statement echoed across the open space.

      “Wait,” Tranadal pleaded. “I didn’t mean to…”

      The sage turned toward Xavan, “And these two as well.”

      Xavan glowered at the elder singer. “On what charges?”

      “Five hundred years have passed since soul magic last darkened the halls of Domus Argenti. A few remain alive to recognize it, myself included. For some time, I have suspected you may have used it with Arci-Aesha’s weapon, but I had no proof.” Ovayan pointed toward Tranadal. “This is proof, for his blade took more than their lives. It has captured their souls as well. For that, you have defied one of our most sacred laws.”

      Tranadal looked down at his naginata, humming as if alive.

      Guards poured into the arena, some clustering around Xavan and Dai-Seryn, the rest around Tranadal. He fell to his knees and stared into space, knowing his life was ruined. His selfish ambition had cost him everything. Perhaps worse, he had destroyed his sister’s life as well.

    

  


  
    
      Banished

      

      Shackles on his wrists, chin to his chest, and eyes closed, Tranadal floated in a void, his mind elsewhere. The trial against him, his sister, Xavan, and Arci-Aesha proceeded with one accusation after another, culminating in claims of an alarming conspiracy, which drew Tranadal from his cloud of melancholy. He raised his head, opened his eyes, and faced the Coven.

      Sage Ovayan stood nearby, speaking to members, relaying the case against the accused. “Xavan sought to lead a rebellion with plans to take my place as Sage. Once a member of the Coven, he planned to a return to the surface world, intent on waging war upon the humans.” Ovayan grimaced at Xavan, who stood between Tranadal and Arci-Aesha. “He forgets that the last war against the humans and their wizard lords nearly exterminated our race.”

      Prydean, the Legion Chieftain, asked, “I understand Xavan is a highly skilled singer, but how could he hope to rebel against our established laws?

      “What some of us witnessed yesterday was magic most foul, long forbidden for good reason.” Ovayan pointed toward Tranadal. “This letalis applicant murdered Weapon Master Juin-Hara and Acolyte Lorean during a sparring match. When this occurred, his naginata not only took their lives, but also captured their souls, leaving their corpses nothing but withered husks.”

      Mutters ran through the crowd.

      “Xavan sought to use soul magic to back his rebellion. By creating weapons able to capture the souls of others, any warrior wielding such a tool would possess frightening power. Arci-Aesha and Tranadal were just the beginning of such a plan.”

      Prydean’s gaze shifted to Xavan. “What have you to say, Savant?”

      In his musical voice, Xavan said, “While I had no designs toward a rebellion, the rest is true. In my studies, I have determined soul capture gives the Drow a significant advantage, enabling our warriors to boost their abilities with the souls of our enemies. Each enemy we kill would make us stronger and help us overcome the humans’ far superior numbers.” He took a step closer to the Coven, gaze intense. “We have hidden in this Maker-abandoned warren for millennia, but our rightful place is upon a throne, ruling over the world as we once did. Until the new gods arose and gifted humans with their power, the Drow were supreme, despite the humans’ near endless numbers. We may still be few, but we are mighty. With your commitment and the backing of soul magic, we could rule again.”

      The Coven members looked at each other, some frowning, a few stroking their chins in thought.

      Ovayan stood before Xavan and sneered. “See? Savant Xavan does not deny his foul deeds. To listen to his ambition is to bend to evil, for soul magic is a scourge, binding the souls of victims for eternity. What of Juin-Hara? What of Acolyte Lorean? Both are now forever trapped, never to advance to the afterlife. It is unthinkable that anyone would condemn our own people to such a fate.” Ovayan spun toward Xavan. “In addition, you underestimate the scope of the magic humans possess. So long as men wield the power of a god, the Drow would be fools to face them.”

      Prydean nodded. “I see no fault in Sage Ovayan’s logic, the case against Xavan and his cohorts is clear. Xavan admitted his own guilt, regardless of his intentions. So long as soul magic remains forbidden, any use of it, by singer or otherwise, must be addressed in a harsh and decisive manner. All those who declare the accused guilty, say ‘aye’.”

      The others chimed in, each declaring guilt, sealing Tranadal’s fate.

      Leaning on his staff, Ovayan nodded. “The crime is confirmed, guilt validated. Only the punishment remains. What say those in the Coven?”

      Rubbing his jaw, Prydean suggested, “While execution is warranted, perhaps we should consider another path.”

      “Such as?” Ovayan asked.

      “If Xavan and his followers wish to rule the surface world so badly, I suggest we forever banish them from Domus Argenti.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Shackled, wrists behind his back, a chain connecting him to his sister a stride behind him, Tranadal followed a narrow dark tunnel. Chief Lawkeeper Vinadal led the small party, a soft light emitting from the amber sphere in his upheld hand. A cord was slung over each of his shoulders, a full water gourd hanging on each end of both cords. Five armed lawkeepers trailed the group. Xavan and Dai-Seryn were gagged; Tranadal and Arci-Aesha, weaponless.

      Hours had passed since their departure, filled with many turns, stairs, and a half-dozen secret doors. In a century of living in the warrens of Domus Argenti, Tranadal had never been so far from the city. He suspected only those who had visited the Deep could claim otherwise. Yet, he paid close attention, marking each turn and secret panel to memory should he ever return. It was a welcome distraction from his fear of what awaited in the unknown surface world.

      The tunnel came to a stairwell, Vinadal leading a long ascent. Twice, Xavan staggered and almost fell, forcing the group to stop so the singer could catch his breath. Having his mouth gagged certainly did not help, but the alternative was unthinkable.

      When they finally reached the top, the staircase opened into a natural cavern, the ceiling and walls irregular and varied, unlike the Maker-carved chambers found below. At the far end was a large circular stone. Vinadal approached the wall beside the stone, placed his palm on a protruding rock, and pushed. The rock sank into the wall, an audible click emitting before the stone door pivoted inward, revealing another cave illuminated by pale light.

      Tranadal was ushered through the opening and into the cave, the other prisoners joining him, each forced to face the light coming from the exit. The surface world awaits beyond that opening. His stomach fluttered, caught between fear and curiosity. He had spent so many years dreaming of exploring the Deep; he had never considered he might instead experience the wonders above his underground home.

      Vinadal stood before them, his back to the light. He pulled the ropes off his shoulders, setting the four gourds on the ground. “Remain still,” he finally spoke. His expression was stern as his gaze swept across the prisoners. “Try anything and you will die. Reach for those gags and you will die.”

      A sharp tip pressed against Tranadal’s back, piercing his skin. Another set of hands fumbled with his shackles, unclasping them. The others were subsequently freed, but the gags on the two singers remained in place. Vinadal circled to join the other lawkeepers, fading from view.

      From behind Tranadal’s back, Vinadal said, “You are forever cast out of Domus Argenti, no longer worthy of the name Drow. Return at your own peril, for the Coven has condemned you and will show no leniency.”

      A naginata flew past Tranadal, followed by another, both bouncing and rolling across the cavern floor.

      “Take your tainted weapons.” The chief lawkeeper’s voice was thick with disdain. “Since we were unable to destroy them, they are banished along with you, for we want nothing of your twisted dark arts in our realm.”

      The point against Tranadal’s skin withdrew, a trickle of warm blood running down his back. A grinding sound made him spin around in time to see the stone door slamming closed with an ominous boom.

      Both Xavan and Dai-Seryn removed their gags, Dai-Seryn choking and coughing against the back of her hand, Xavan scowling at the stone door, eyes narrowed.

      Finally, Xavan turned and glided toward the entrance. Arci-Aesha glanced toward Tranadal and shrugged before following the singer, bending to claim her naginata on the way.

      Tranadal picked up one of the gourds, unstoppered it, and held it to Dai-Seryn. “Here. Drink.”

      She brought it to her mouth and tipped it up, careful not to spill.

      When she lowered it, he rested his hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      Dai-Seryn nodded. “Yes. I am well.”

      She turned toward the light. His gaze followed hers toward the silhouettes of Xavan and Arci-Aesha who stood in the entrance, peering outside.

      “Come,” said Tranadal as he scooped up Ichor.

      It felt good to have the naginata in his hand, the hum of the souls within calling for him to fight. Ignoring that call, he led his sister out of the cave, squinting as he walked past Xavan and caught his first glimpse of the outside world.

      A bright globe of light shone down from his right while thousands of tiny lights dotted the boundless sky. It felt bizarre and disorienting to have so much openness above him.

      They stood on a barren mountainside, the air cool but not cold. Far below was water, seemingly endless. Hundreds of small islands jutted up above the surface for as far as Tranadal could see.

      Dai-Seryn stopped beside him. “It is so…expansive.”

      Xavan stood on Tranadal’s other side. “This is but the tiniest slice of the surface world. Somewhere out there are cities many times the size of Domus Argenti. Seas, forests, mountains, and rivers are but a few of the world’s many land types. Ore is plentiful; steel, common. Gold, countless gems, animals, crops, and many more resources await.”

      The singer’s musical tone made the prospects appealing, stirring something inside Tranadal. The shadow of shame seemed to fade, burnt away by the light of the bright object in the sky.

      He peered up at it and frowned. “While the sun is bright, the legends always said it hurt to look at it, yet I can do so with little pain. Perhaps our eyes have changed.”

      His sister snorted. “While our eyes have undoubtedly adjusted to the confines of our underground home, they have grown accustomed to darkness, not light.”

      “True,” Xavan agreed. “Therefore, the object in the sky is not the sun, but rather, the moon.” He gestured toward the cavern. “Tranadal and Arci-Aesha are strongest and will carry the water. Let us get moving, for I fear it will become quite hot when the sun does rise. We will travel at night and find refuge during the day.”

      “Where will we go?” Tranadal asked.

      “I do not know,” said the singer. “Not yet. However, we go with an objective in mind.”

      Dai-Seryn nodded. “We must discover a means to weaken man, something we can prove to the Coven.”

      “Precisely.” Xavan nodded. “When we do, the Drow will return and reclaim their rightful place.”

      “Which is?” Arci-Aesha asked.

      Xavan smiled. “We dark elves were meant to rule the world.”
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        In the Mountain Fell, each High Fae is born with the powers of their Land and those that border it.

        Their Eyes hold their magic, and the deeper the Gaze, the more deadly the Fae. From lightest to darkest:  Rose - Copper - Azure - Verdant - Gold - Violet - Crimson - Silver - Obsidian

      

      

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      Two Weeks Before War’s End

      

      The Mad Queen of Vine jabbed a needle through Ilyas' skin, sewing up the fresh wound in his shoulder. “I wouldn’t have needed to punish you, if you had not lost,” she said, still flushed from the beating.

      Ilyas’s large black-and-gray feathered wings twitched at the bite of her words. To avoid earning another lashing, he kept his eyes fixed on the many waterfalls of Cravmor, shining in the sunset’s glow. Eye contact was for victors. Ilyas did not deserve it. “I understand, my Queen. You seek only to make me stronger.”

      The needle dug in again, and Ilyas tried his best not to wince. A medic would have numbed the wound before sewing it, but Queen Maevian Oriset never allowed her beatings soothed away. The care she showed Ilyas was as much a part of the torture as the whip. Her bare thighs straddling his hips, the scent of her arousal, the sultry way she spoke, it was all a calculated torment.

      “What have you learned? How will you do better next time?” Maevian asked, tying off the sutures with a vicious jerk.

      "I will kill Willow of Herb, my Queen. I will bathe my blades with his blood and toss his body to the Void," he whispered, eager to make this end. The Earthbond that tied him to Maevian compelled his hunger to please her, though Ilyas knew the task was hopeless.

      He would never defeat his enemy, and each time he failed, Maevian would tear more of his soul away until Ilyas was nothing but a hollow shell of rage. At least she might be happy then, when she had turned him fully into the monster the rest of the world already thought him to be.

      “Very good. If you defeat Willow of Herb permanently this time, perhaps I will even reward you. Our son is nearly grown. He could use a sibling to fight by his side one day,” Maevian said, rocking her hips against his.

      It made Ilyas want to sob, though he wasn’t sure if it was out of pent-up sexual frustration, anger, or exhaustion. After centuries of fighting this bloody, endless war, the last thing he wanted to think about was another generation picking up where Maevian would eventually leave off, especially not one Ilyas was responsible for. “I live to serve you, my Queen." It was the only viable answer. Her pleasure and joy was all that mattered. The alternative… he did not wish to think about.

      When Maevian finally left after making Ilyas wash his blood off her body and bring her pleasure with his mouth, the weary warrior stepped onto his balcony and looked out over the sprawling jungles of Vine. Large, feathered serpents twisted lazily in the sunset orange sky, other lesser faeries, small skitterlings, moved through the canopy of trees—shimmering lights like constellations. The roar of the waterfalls soothed some of the lingering ache in his back, and, not for the first time, Ilyas wished that his visits home weren’t marred by Maevian. It was so beautiful here.

      If only it still felt like home.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      Blood splattered across Willow’s face as his enemy exploded. There was no time to take joy in the carnage, though. Twisting and flaring his Obsidian essence to give him an added boost of strength, he dodged a sword strike aimed at his head.

      Winged Faeries from Vine surrounded him, all in the white, black, and crimson uniforms of the Mad Queen. Willow’s own squad was already down, fallen in this reckless push to drive Vine back from Oliban Fortress. Two enemy soldiers rushed him together. Will threw a ward up around himself, Obsidian power sizzling in the air. His attackers bounced off it, stumbling, their eyes—and therefore power— lighter than his. Will grabbed one by the front of his uniform.

      Unlike his enemies, Willow held no weapons, nor did he have wings. A pair of glistening, sharpened brass knuckles were all he needed to kill. Terror shone in his mark’s eyes as Will trapped him inside the ward. The fear was like ambrosia. It meant that this wretched filth knew death was coming. Did he regret serving the Mad Queen, now that oblivion faced him?

      With a grunt, Willow buried his fist in the soldier’s chest. The man’s eyes bulged, his raised longblade falling from his fingers. Will grinned and created a ward inside his foe’s ribcage, expanding it outward with the force of a hurricane.

      His prey exploded.

      As the pulped remains splattered across the blood-slicked stone floor, Willow turned to grin at the rest of his enemies. “Alright boys, who’s next?”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      Ilyas found Davaal waiting for him on the road out of Cravmor. His weapons and provisions were packed away into Elsewhere, the pocket of essence attached to a Faerie’s soul.

      “I’m off to find Asherah. I thought I’d travel with you down to the front lines,” Davaal explained as Ilyas joined him. Maevian’s Seer was a stocky, perennially smiling man in his early twenties, very much at odds with the rest of the Bloody Six. Maevian’s Soulbonded had carried that name since the first battle of the war, but that was several reincarnations ago. As far as Ilyas knew, this version of Davaal had never taken to the field.

      Unlike himself and the rest of the Queen’s Earthbonded army, the Soulbonded were reborn each time they died. At over two hundred years of age, Ilyas was still young, but at least, when Willow inevitably killed him, Ilyas would get some peace. The Six never would until Maevian’s heart stopped beating. “Thank you. The company will be nice.”

      The march down the Mountain between the Plane of Zenith—where Maevian’s Land of Vine lay—and the Plane of Meridian below it was always a rough and exhausting climb. There were paths down the Mountain, but they were cold, narrow, and dangerous.

      Early in their journey, a group of Vine soldiers coming back up from the front shared the news that Willow of Herb had taken Oliban Fortress.

      “I guess that’s where you’re going,” Davaal said with a sigh. “I don’t envy you the fight ahead, my friend. That man won’t stop until Maevian is dead. Never tell her I said this, but sometimes I almost hope he succeeds. This war… It’s made her into someone I hardly recognize. If you ask me, that’s why Ash hasn’t shown back up yet. It breaks our hearts to see our Queen become the monster the other Lands accuse her of being.”

      Ilyas wanted to agree, but kept his thoughts to himself. He did not trust that whatever he said would evade Maevian’s ears. Especially when said to one of her Soulbonded. “I can hope Asherah will be rejoining her Queen soon,” he said diplomatically.

      Davaal looked toward the Lands of Meridian far below, shrouded under heavy clouds. Considering that Davaal was Maevian’s Seer, Ilyas had to wonder if he saw the same war-torn landscape, or if it was the future that furrowed Davaal’s brow and hunched his shoulders. “This war is in its final days, Ilyas. Long ago, I foresaw that Willow of Herb would lead to Maevian’s doom. It is utterly fitting that in trying to stop him, we’ve turned him into a monster and damned our own souls in the process. It saddens me that you were forged in that same fire. Yet, so it must be. It is the only way to save Maevian. I will miss you, my friend. We all will.”

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      "What possessed you to throw yourself at Vine like that?" Dwyn, Willow’s senior officer, was nearly always soft spoken. This was an exception.

      “I knew I could take them.” Will squared his shoulders. “And I did. Oliban Fortress is ours again. I grieve the loss of my squad, but their deaths are on you, not me. Maybe next time, send me in without babysitters. I’m the strongest fighter you have, Dwyn. I should be going after Maevian, and you know it.”

      “Maevian is an Obsidian-Eyed High Queen in her own Land. She would destroy you.” Dwyn admonished, “And with your hot-headedness, you would never make it to her without drawing the attention of the entire Plane of Zenith.”

      Willow crossed his arms, his skin, uniform, and short brown hair still caked in dried blood. Why bathe when the carnage would begin anew tomorrow? “And what use is having an Obsidian-Eyed warrior like me on your side, if you’re going to hold me back while we lose by attrition? Let me do what you trained me to do, Commander. I can take her.”

      “No,” Dwyn replied, walking over to his desk in the cramped tent. “Your new orders are to hold Oliban Fortress. You are to stay and defend that pass until the end of the holidays, so the village below can be fully evacuated. I don’t have the damn men to spare defending land we didn’t need. You can hold your temper for two weeks, right?”

      “You’re giving our army a vacation?” Willow snapped.

      “Morale is flagging, boy. Even proud warriors get tired of the carnage, and Binding Day is important to all the Fae—their side as well as ours. There will be no attacks. There never have been during the Binding Day celebrations in all the centuries of this accursed war.”

      Will wanted to shake the general. “If Zenith is retreating to celebrate Binding Day, we should use it as an opening to destroy them!”

      Dwyn gave him a stony glare. “We will not attack soldiers while they are honoring the Mountain. It shames me that you would even consider such a deplorable act. This is why you have no position of authority, Willow. You let your anger get the better of you, and it gets good men killed. If you want to do more, prove you deserve it. Spend the next two weeks thinking about your actions, and how you can justify your behavior when you act with less honor than our enemies. Remember, you are all we have to defend our Lands. If you fall, we fall. Now go cool off, while I see what we can do without you.”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      One Week Before War’s End

      

      Ilyas eyed the storm coming towards the mountain range. Towering over a long valley and weathered by fierce wind, Oliban Fortress stuck out of the landscape like a gray stone giant. Enhancing his sight with his essence, Ilyas saw few warriors defending it. For a large base, the High Fae of Herb had to know that it wouldn’t hold against Vine. To another, the sight of an auxiliary garrison would have been uplifting. To Ilyas, it was ominous and could mean only one thing.

      Willow was there.

      Ilyas’s hands itched towards the blades on his belt. The thought that his Obsidian-Eyed foe—a man with the same power as his Queen and Gaze one shade darker than Ilyas’—was there meant that a lot of good warriors were going to die unless he could finally put a blade in Willow’s throat.

      The storm that had threatened all day finally moved in over the fortress. Lightning arced through the clouds and a freezing wind blew across his back, the first flurries of slow ghosting over his wings. It seemed that a rare blizzard was about to tear through the valley, which meant his forces would be at a disadvantage. The sky would not be their friend, and with Willow…

      This time, either I kill him, or he kills me. I won’t return to disappoint Maevian. I will not disappoint my son with another holiday where I’m not allowed to see him. I must end this.

      That didn’t mean that the handful of men under his command had to risk everything, though. He turned to them. “Hold this path. It is our only retreat out of the valley. This is my fight.”

      It was the only mercy Ilyas could afford.

      Silver essence pooled into his hands, before he raised his arms. Two rays of essence shot forward and slammed into the walls of the fortress. He swept the beams of condensed essence outwards, evaporating the stone in a thunderous explosion, and declaring his challenge in the most obvious way he could.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      The wind whipped through Willow’s hair, icy and biting as he skidded down the mountainside. He dug his boots into the rough rocks, one hand grasping the gnarled roots of a shrub. It tore from the ground, but slowed Will just enough for him to bend his knees.

      Drawing off of the magic of Vine, he enhanced his muscles and pushed off. The leap was fueled by a touch of Obsidian essence. It sent him hurtling up into the frigid air, before plummeting back down toward the valley floor.

      Something else was rising just as fast—black and silver wings beating up towards him. Willow grinned, teeth bared and eyes watering as he fell towards his opponent. The Mountain must have finally listened to Willow’s prayers. This. This was a fight worthy of his power and skill.

      This time, he would kill Ilyas, because Dwyn wasn’t there to hold him back. This time, the Mad Queen’s Silver Shade would fall, and with Asherah the Red also dead by Willow’s hand, the path to Maevian would be clear.

      Nothing would stop him now.

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      The sleet pelted Ilyas’ wings as he swooped low. His blades slammed into Willow’s Obsidian ward. He struck with a quick one-two, then pushed off. Speed would bring him victory. The warrior had learned long ago that keeping himself in one place when fighting the ward-wielder only ended in pain.

      “Still too slow, Willow,” Ilyas taunted as he took to the air. His eyes never left his enemy far below. The ice was clinging to his wings now, and if he stopped flying, he knew he would risk losing them to the cold. Speed would save them, too.

      “You’re the one fighting the clock, little sparrow.”

      Ilyas dove again, but he purposefully overshot his foe. His knives were sent into Elsewhere before his feet and fists hit the ground behind his target. Touching upon the elemental essence of Palm within his blood, Ilyas opened up the earth beneath Willow. The dirt and rocks groaned and shuddered as he tried to close them in and over the Obsidian-Eyed Fae.

      Crack!

      The ground broke open as Willow’s defensive ward burst outward, expelling him from the prison of stone.

      Damn it. He’d have to find a new tactic.

      “The only clock I have to beat is yours,” Ilyas growled, before taking back off into the air. “Maybe if I can’t break your body, I can just break your men.”

      Shifting direction, Ilyas flew back towards Oliban Fortress.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      Snow buffeted against Willow’s wards as he tried to catch a glimpse of his enemy in the swirling darkness of the blizzard. He was up on the fortress walls again. The only thing he could see, besides the fog of his own breath within his ward, were the lights in the village below.

      He doubted any of his men were still alive. He could no longer hear their cries. The cold seeped into Will’s skin, the fire of his own rage insufficient to warm him. Was it midnight yet? Had the truce begun? Or were Vine soldiers descending on the village to punish the people he had rescued just days before?

      No time to think. No time to look.

      “This way, you spineless moth,” Willow muttered to himself as he backed up to the edge of the parapet. “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing. The Mad Queen must be desperate if she’s sending you in right before the Binding Day truce to avoid retaliation. Don’t worry, though. I never forget.”

      He dodged a blade that came out of nowhere, his opponent using the snow to conceal himself. Coward.

      Will jumped back and his right leg wobbled. There was a long gash across his thigh from the bastard’s rapid strikes. Healing magic from Fern was already knitting it shut, but that was the least powerful of Willow’s five essences.

      Enough of this. It’s late. I’m cold.

      Summoning a burst of Obsidian power, Willow angled himself to have the village at his back, and let go of all the restraints Dwyn had taught him.

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      They fought surrounded by fallen trees, driven back to the wilderness beyond the fortress walls. The force of the combined Silver and Obsidian essence had torn them up and scattered them. Ilyas grabbed one of the downed trees and threw it at Willow. The blow bounced off his enemy’s wards, but sent him sliding backwards. In that pause, Ilyas seized a second tree, and hurled it. Again and again he did this, until Willow was surrounded by shattered timber. With a flicker of magic from Palm, the wood ignited in a furious blaze of Silver fire. He hoped the flames would cook his foe, sheltered within his wards.

      The protective barrier around Willow expanded, pushing the burning logs away from him. He rushed at Ilyas, who formed a Silver ward around his own body just in time for his enemy to crash into him. His magic shattered. The backblast of essence tore through his leather armor like parchment. Willow’s hands whipped out, grabbing for any part of Ilyas he could reach.

      Willow’s speed was only a feather slower, but if he managed to grab hold of Ilyas, Willow would tear open his flesh and create a ward within it. Nothing but fine red mist would remain. Ilyas drove a long knife toward Willow’s hand, but a ward formed and the blade shattered.

      Void curse him!

      With a blast of Silver essence, Ilyas pushed air under his wings to launch himself skyward. A ray of Obsidian power caught him through his leg as he tried to gain altitude. What did he need to do to put this monster down? He spun in the air and released five thin rays of Silver essence, one from each fingertip.

      Willow’s ward vanished as he raised his hand, firing a larger Obsidian ray of essence at him in response. Four of Ilyas’ weaker rays met Willow’s stronger with an explosive roar that echoed within the storm around them. It was not enough.

      Willow’s scorching power caught Ilyas in the wing. Ilyas screamed as feathers and flesh shredded. The smell of burnt skin and charred feathers filled the air. Icy wind and snow whipped his blood and screams away as he tumbled towards the ground. A glowing Silver ward formed around him as he crashed into the earth—

      Then through it.

      Stone cracked. Earth groaned.

      Vine and Herb warrior alike tumbled through the collapsed rock of the valley floor, into the depths of a water-hewn underground fissure. Frigid cold liquid engulfed them. The current dragged at Ilyas’ legs, his torn wing. His strength.

      Not this way. I’ll die fighting, but not like this.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      Not like this.

      

      Willow gasped as he broke the surface of the raging underground river. Around him was nothing but inky blackness.

      What point is there in killing Ilyas, if I won’t be alive to kill the Mad Queen?

      He lifted his hand out of the water, creating an orb of white light with the illusionary magic of Flower. The light reflected off the choppy waves and bounced around the rock chamber, scattering little spots of refracted brilliance. The orb floated above Will’s head as he struggled against the current pulling him downstream.

      They were miles from the fort. Willow’s powers did not enable him to create fire or warmth. He could escape the river, but the trek to the fortress would end with him frozen. If he died, the Lands that opposed Maevian would be left defenseless.

      Dwyn was right to hold me back. I should have retreated. I never should have engaged.

      “Where are you, you winged bastard?” Willow muttered. He needed Ilyas’ connection to the elemental magics of Palm. It was the only way he might survive.

      A motion from up ahead. A wing, then an arm appeared on the surface before sinking under again. Willow pushed off a rock, launching himself towards the Vineman. There were no living reeds or algae to use Fruit’s plant magic on, and a ward would only push Ilyas further away. With only one option left to him, Willow drew upon the physical might of Vine to strengthen his body. Stroke, breathe, grab.

      He hooked his arm around Ilyas’s waist.

      A ward exploded outward, launching them up in a spray of water and cracking stone. Willow didn’t stop expanding it until they were back into the open air. A second, angled ward sent them spinning over solid ground.

      They landed hard, Willow under Ilyas.

      When the world stopped spinning and Willow could gasp in a breath, he wheezed, “Time out?”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      An uneasy truce had been struck: Ilyas agreed not to attack Willow, in gratitude for saving him from drowning; Willow agreed not to attack Ilyas, in exchange for helping him survive the cold. If both of them were to die, neither side would come out ahead. So for the moment, their weapons were set aside.

      Several orbs of Silver fire burned around them as Ilyas pulled upon the elemental magic of Palm. It was enough, combined with Willow’s wards, to keep the worst of the blizzard off of them, but if they didn’t find shelter, they were still going to end up frozen. His good wing was wrapped around Willow’s back, as the man from Herb held onto his arm.

      “Do you have any idea where the fortress is? Or what’s on this side of the structure?” he called over the wind. “I don’t know how far we got in the fight.”

      “Me neither. I hope it’s this way. I haven’t spent much time on this side of the wall,” Willow responded, sounding stubbornly optimistic despite the fact that his teeth were chattering. “You could have stayed in one spot instead of flying around like a gnat.”

      “You could be easier to kill. If there’s anything I’ve appreciated about fighting you so many times, it’s that you’ve been a stubborn challenge.” For Ilyas, that was the closest thing to praise he would give Willow.

      “You’re a Void touched lunatic. You know that, right?” Willow’s bitter tone almost brought a smile to Ilyas’s lips. Almost.

      “I’m not the one who’s spent his days defending a fortress and not learning the surrounding terrain. Aren’t you supposed to be a War Leader?”

      “I wish,” Willow said, as they had to venture out from the meager protection of a copse of trees, right into the wind. It made every step a struggle, and left them panting until reaching the next bit of cover. “In the opinion of my Commander, I’m too ‘volatile’ to be put in charge of so much as a puppy. And there was no point in learning the valley. I’m never in one place for long.”

      The next copse was thicker, providing them with better shelter from the elements. “We should rest here,” Ilyas said, looking around. “Can you place your wards around the whole thicket, or are you too weak?”

      The Herb warrior looked around, then indicated a boulder between two trees. As he did, Ilyas noticed Willow was holding onto his midriff. There was a darker tint to his coat. “Against there. I’ll give us enough room to sit for a while.”

      Ilyas nodded, and together they moved to the spot Willow had pointed out. Once there, Ilyas cleared the snow from the ground with a powerful gust of air. When he finished, he collapsed against the boulder. Pulling from Elsewhere, two vials appeared in his hands. “Catch.” He said, tossing one to Willow. “Rejuvenation potion from Fern. Once we’ve recovered some, we’ll make it the last bit of the way.”

      He didn’t tell Willow what he had done for those two small vials, the battles he’d had to win to earn the right to faster healing—to a chance at life.

      Willow uncorked his vial with his teeth. Swallowing his potion in one go was swiftly followed by a series of coughs and splutters. “How old are these? They’re rancid!”

      Choosing not to answer, Ilyas popped open his own vial and drank it. It tasted like the smell of rotten eggs and milk, with just a hint of apple. He leaned forward, head between his knees. “How badly did I get you?”

      “One of those thin rays, just before the ground gave out,” Willow grunted. Then he looked over, and quietly asked, “How’s your wing? That looked rough.”

      “You’ve given me worse injuries. I'll recover with time.” Ilyas told him, taking shallow breaths to keep from being sick. He was silent for a while as he let the sensation of flesh and muscle knitting back together overcome him, then, “Your commander is right. If you could keep your temper under control, I’d never be able to beat you. I’ve learned to target everyone around you and knock you off your feet.” He should not have said those words, but with Binding Day looming, it hardly mattered anymore.

      “Yeah…I’ve learned that the harder it is for my commander to beat something into my head, the truer it tends to be.”

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      “She looked sad, this time,” Willow said, as they trekked along the frozen creek bed, the looming fortress finally visible in the distance through the mellowing storm. “Asherah, I mean. I’ve killed her several times now, and every time before she had this gleam in her eyes that promised her return. This time, she looked tired. I think I’m tired too.”

      Willow’s side was still bleeding, but the tonic from Fern was working, repairing the interior damage that he hadn’t felt until thawing out after their dunk in the river.

      Looking over, he frowned, concerned, as the Vineman winced again. “Truth be told,” Ilyas said through gritted teeth, “We’re all tired, Willow. I’ve been fighting this war for most of my life, and none of us knows when it will end. I don’t even think Maevian does anymore.”

      Willow glanced down at their feet, each step a slog through the snow. Their essence and physical strength was all but drained in the battle to keep warm and survive the storm. “Do you ever think about what you’ll do after the war, and realize that there is nothing there? That you can no longer imagine it?”

      The older soldier laughed a bitter laugh. “I’ve considered what it could be, but I know how this war ends for me, Willow of Herb.”

      “And what’s that? The war is all I’ve ever known, ever since Asherah came to kill my family. I think part of me fights so hard and rushes in because I’d rather die ending this, than survive to see what’s on the other side.”

      “There are two points there. Your family was not the target, you were.”

      “And yet they’re the ones who died,” Willow snapped.

      Ilyas turned and raised his eyebrows at Willow. “Asherah refused to kill you. She refused to kill a child. The other point is that you still have a future, no matter how this war plays out. Regretfully, Maevian’s victory is only a feather better than her defeat at this point for me.”

      “What do you mean? Aren’t you crazy about her? I’ve heard you’re her lover, not just her weapon.” Willow wasn’t quite able to keep the disgust out of his voice.

      “I am her weapon of justice and vengeance,” Ilyas said flatly. “Every warrior in her armies has been Earthbonded to her, whether they wanted to be or not. She chose me as her… stud, not her lover.”

      Willow’s scowl abruptly vanished. He looked over at Ilyas. “They say she’s vicious to those closest to her…”

      “If I don’t kill you or take the fortress, I will spend the holiday being tortured and denied the right to see my son. Vicious does not speak to half of what the Obsidian High Queen has become.” His tone was still flat. “This war will be the death of me, Willow of Herb. I have accepted and embraced that fate.”

      “Then why do you fight so hard?” Willow asked.

      “For the same reason you do. It’s all I know.”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      They had grown quiet. The bitter truths of the war weighed heavy on both men. “If I wasn’t here to try to take the fortress by surprise before Binding Day, what would you be doing these next two weeks?” Ilyas asked.

      They were nearing the base of the monolithic fortress. The smells of smoke still hung in the air from Ilyas’ attacks earlier. The blizzard had mellowed into a steady, gentle snowfall, downy flakes catching in their hair and eyelashes.

      “I was told to spend the holiday thinking about my choices and how my impulsivity keeps getting good men killed. Honestly, I was thinking of just watching the village beat the drums and drink myself silly. Maybe pour a cup out for those who aren’t with us anymore,” Willow said, voice heavy with melancholy. “What about you?”

      "The only thing that makes me smile anymore. Ashan turns twelve this year and will soon start training in earnest if I don't miss my guess. Assuming Maevian allows it, I'll be teaching him." A small smile formed on his lips thinking of the young man with a Golden Gaze already, and darkening every few years. Ashan was going to be strong when he became an adult.

      “Is he named after Asherah?” the Herb Faerie asked. “Aren’t you scared he’ll just turn into another warrior like us and her?”

      Ilyas looked at him, not understanding the last question. "All of the cultures of Zenith are warriors. It is our purpose to protect the Mountain Fell from the Voidtouched. If he wasn't to be a warrior like us or Asherah, he would not be able to fulfill his duty to his people." He rolled his eyes. "Don’t tell me you believe your side’s story that we are all Voidtouched monsters intent on conquest?"

      The walls of the fortress were only a hundred yards away. They slowed, then stopped before Willow answered. “What else is there to think, when for generations the duty to your people has included invading mine?”

      Ilyas sighed and shook his head. "You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. No one has in the past." It was disheartening to know how true that was. He had been there and witnessed the attempts to prove who was truly the guilty party of this war. He had seen a great and noble cause take shape, and later watched it burn in the fires of vengeance until there was only ash.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      “This is the end of the line, isn’t it? We’ve made it back,” Willow said, as they climbed the last step onto the empty fort’s walls. “What happens now? We start fighting again?”

      Considering that Willow still had an arm around Ilyas’s waist, and they were both leaning heavily on each other to stay upright, it seemed like such a futile question. Yet they both knew it had to be asked. “If you don’t kill me, you won’t get to see your son or teach him to fight, right? And if I don’t kill you, you’ll continue protecting Maevian, and this war will never end.”

      Ilyas looked between them. “If you are able to throw a punch, I’ll consider it.”

      “Good thing no one’s here to see. This is likely to be pretty pathetic.” Willow carefully helped Ilyas sit on one of the raised walls, then stepped away. In the light of the fires that still smoldered from their earlier fight atop the fortress, Willow saw just how ragged the Vine warrior looked. Wing soaked in blood, hair a mess of melting snow, shoulders hunched.

      Willow doubted he looked any better.

      “So how do we do this?” Willow asked. “On three, or something?”

      I could probably take him. His wings don’t work. All I’d have to do is knock him off the wall.

      Willow examined the traces of essence he had left in his reservoir. His Obsidian Gaze gave him the edge, but would he have enough power to keep himself alive until help came?

      More importantly, did he have the mental fortitude?

      It doesn’t matter. I still have to kill him.

      “Yeah. On three.”

      Down in the village, far below, fires were twinkling. People would be gathered together, ready to beat the drums that welcomed Binding Day and nine days of peace. It had to be close to midnight. In fact, Willow was surprised they hadn’t already started.

      “One.” He counted, widening his stance. Ilyas squared his shoulders.

      “Two,” the Vineman said.

      The light snowfall would have been quiet and peaceful. Only their heavy breathing broke the tranquility.

      “Three.”

      Neither man moved. Down in the village, the drums began.

      Binding Day had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      

      Ilyas took the chipped mug Willow handed him as he looked down over the village at the base of the valley. They were situated in a small room near the top of the fortress. The reason the two had chosen such a chamber was because it was the only one with the view they wanted that still had all four walls. “To the peace of Binding Day,” he said, offering a sober salute to the holiday before taking a long sip of brandy. It had earthy tones from Herb, and warmed him from the inside out. The fire in the hearth took much of the chill out of the air. It had taken the last of his essence to light it and give them the heat they’d need to survive the night.

      Willow, who had returned with a pile of moth-eaten blankets, took his own mug and raised it as well. “And not being frozen solid.”

      Ilyas’s chuckle was devoid of any mirth. “I have some blankets stored in Elsewhere that are… substantially warmer than those. Once my reservoir refills with essence, I’ll pull them out.”

      “Eh, I hardly notice the holes anymore. Besides, I thought all you stored in your Elsewhere were weapons to chuck at me when I least expect it.” Willow sat down next to Ilyas, on the opposite side of the fireplace. From below, the faint sounds of holiday music still drifted on the wind. “Like that damn spiked chain you got me with a decade or so back.”

      Taking a sip of his brandy, Ilyas shook his head. “Consider how large a weapon actually is, and then how large a couple blankets are.” He sighed softly, remembering the fight. “You know, that battle was the victory when Maevian decided she would allow herself to get pregnant. The news of you being carted off the battlefield mostly dead made her the happiest I had seen her in decades.”

      Willow gave him a tired smirk. “Oh yes, so glad to know my sworn nemesis gets off on me almost dying.” Then, more quietly. “What’s it like, having a Ruler you’re bound to?”

      The Vine Warrior stared into his mug. It wasn’t a Soulbond that had claimed him, but the threat of more pain that had led him to agree to an Earthbond in the center of Vine’s Ring. There wasn’t much he could remember about his life before that day, just the terror and pain that had come again and again until he had submitted to Maevian and made her the core of his existence. “It… I am not the person to ask that of…” he said softly. Had Ilyas any more tears, he would have shed one.

      Willow took another long sip, looking out the window. “Asherah, I assume? The woman who dies over and over, only to come back to her Queen? Does the Mad Queen torture her too? Or just her Earthbonded?”

      Ilyas did not respond for some time. In the quiet, the sound of cracking wood within the fireplace and the drums down in the village seemed louder. Peaceful, in a way neither of them had ever known. “How I understand it, for Maevian to torture her Soulbonded would be to torture herself. Considering what Asherah and Maevian have been through already… There is no need for her to torture any of them.” Ilyas stared deep into his mug before drinking the whole thing straight. He spoke again shortly after, “You won’t need to worry about Asherah anymore. I have the feeling she’s not coming back. Not this time.”

      Willow’s whole posture sharpened. Then, like the lingering high note of a song, it broke. His shoulders hunched, and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Lucky her.”

      They sat without speaking, the high-spirited drumming down in the village shifting to a melancholic choral tune. They were too far away to hear the words, but Ilyas recognized it. It was the song for the darkness beneath the Mountain, where the earliest Fae had cowered, waiting for the light of dawn for nine interminable days. At sunrise in nine days’ time, offerings would be made and families would gather to give thanks for the Lands of the Mountain, and the Rulers who gave them life.

      “What will she do to you, when you return without my head?” Willow asked.

      “Honestly… I cannot say. Her moods are quicksilver these days.” A deep sigh followed those words. “There is a different option. You could always join her. You are the only thing standing between her taking Herb. You could end the war and give her the Lands she needs to scale the Mountain.”

      Willow looked away. “You know I can’t do that.”

      Ilyas sighed and reached for the bottle. “Yeah. I do.”

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      They stood once more on the walls. The sun was shining, the sky clear. The wind blowing through the valley was still icy. Below, in the village, the celebrations were over and the evacuation had begun. Soldiers from Herb were making their way up the path toward the smoldering fortress.

      “You should get going,” Willow said, turning to look at Ilyas. “It would be best if my people didn’t find you here.”

      The Vineman nodded, but didn’t move. “What will you tell them?”

      “The truth,” Willow said, slipping his hands into his pockets for warmth. “That I thought about what it cost to take it, and agree that it’s not worth the manpower to defend. Then I’m going to go take the holidays… off. I have a lot of thinking to do. I don’t think I’ll be showing my face until the truce is over.” Will paused briefly before continuing. “Tell your Queen the fortress is hers, and you sent me running. Spend the holiday with your son, Ilyas. All I ask in return is that you make sure that these people have a village to come back to after the war. They don’t deserve to lose everything because we decided to get into it on their doorsteps.”

      “I will do what I can, you have my word,” Ilyas said heavily. “I will see you after the truce, then. I promise I won’t throw a chain at your throat next time.”

      “I make no such promises.” Willow’s lips turned up in a smile, and he extended his hand. “Until we meet again.”

      Ilyas’ hand met his in a firm shake. “You may try, but we both know you still won’t be quick enough. Maybe you’ll have better luck when you’re not quite so young and impulsive.”

      “Don’t count on that, old man.”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      War’s End

      

      Ilyas turned from watching his son sleep. The gangly pre-teen had spent the day getting the hang of using a long hafted blade without tripping over the butt end. His first Soulbonded, Satricia, another warrior woman from Vine, slept on a cot next to her King’s bed. They had become Bonded only a few hours after Ilyas had left to go fight in Herb, and the two had been inseparable. Now that they had found one another, it was proof that Ashan was a Fae King, who would come to rule a portion, if not a whole Land, himself.

      Ilyas had spent the days since returning training both Ashan and Satricia in weapons and tactics. Their eyes were both Golden currently, and Ilyas could feel the reservoirs of essence in each of them growing as they learned to understand their own strength.

      *Ilyas, come to me.* Maevian’s voice caressed and stroked his mind. A shiver went up his spine. Pulling upon his essence, strength flooded through his body. A trail of silver misted out behind him as he raced through the palace. It wasn’t that he wanted to rush, he wanted to drag his feet, but he’d had lessons in what would happen if he tarried.

      He entered her chambers to find Maevian naked, wearing only a few decorative slim chains. Her wings fluttered behind her lazily. This time, she was situated near a table bearing a charcuterie board of meats and cheeses, and goblets of fragrant wine. Her chambers smelled of orange blossoms and hibiscus. All of it was designed to put him at ease and let him know he had done a good job.

      “I promised you a reward,” she purred. Maevian sounded almost … happy. Simmering beneath the pleased emotions, though, was rage and pain, anticipation and … he sensed loneliness from her through the Earthbond. In the days since he had returned, none of her Ring had been seen within the palace. Yet, underneath all of that. He could smell Her: the scent of the untamed jungle and blood.

      Trepidation warred with desire as he approached his Queen. Pleasure and comfort were his rewards for a victory that he had not been certain she would accept. Her wings wrapped around him as her hands pulled him into her embrace. Their lips met in a hungry frenzy of passion. After a moment, the Obsidian-Eyed Queen dragged him back to her bed.

      Maevian’s hands tore the clothes from his body, nails digging into his flesh. His fingers slid along her skin, scarred from her own battles as befitting the Warlady of Vine.

      Throughout the passionate rutting, though, his mind was elsewhere. Talking with Willow and Davaal. Asherah no longer returning. The noble call of a war for justice he had felt when younger. The ceaseless battles for the Mountain wearing him down.

      Ilyas looked down at her, Obsidian eyes closed in bliss, and he finally saw the truth. Asherah not returning was just the start, and it was clear now. There was no justice in this war any more. Just vengeance, madness, and death.

      I'm sorry, Ashan, he thought, closing his eyes and gathering his courage.

      Calling upon the full force of his connection to the magic of Vine, his essence poured into his body. He could not will a blade into his hands, but with an alacrity born of centuries of war, his fingers closed around Maevian’s throat. Her lips parted. Before a word could escape them, he began to squeeze.

      The Earthbond erupted in pain as fury filled Maevian’s Obsidian Gaze. The Queen’s wordless scream of rage thundered across his mind. Her nails dug and ripped through the skin on his arms and hands, trying to pull them from her throat. Obsidian essence condensed around him, stabbing into his shoulders and back while all of his power went into squeezing the life out of the woman who had tortured him for decades.

      The Earthbond rippled and bucked. Through the roar of Maevian’s essence, Ilyas could hear shouts outside of the windows. Alarms were raised as all of the men and women that Maevian had forcibly Bonded to her felt her fury and pain. The Land itself reacted to his betrayal, trembling and shaking.

      His teeth dug into his own tongue, wings fluttering, twitching, as though Ilyas were the one dying. His fingers didn't relent as he strangled the life from Maevian Oriset, the Mad Queen of Vine. The oath he had sworn centuries ago to serve and protect her shattered. The shards stabbed and tore through his very soul, rending it into tattered shreds.

      The bells and shouts stopped. Maevian lay motionless. Ilyas could not breathe.

      Then cries. Wails in the distance. Thousands of Earthbonded united in the unexpected grief of losing their Queen.

      Ilyas rose, shaking, his hands and wrists oozing blood. His back was a mess of burns. Charred flesh and feathers replaced the sweeter smells of orange blossoms and hibiscus. His ears were ringing, a single buzzing tone drowning out all else. He looked down at Maevian’s corpse and realized that if he were found, he’d wish he were dead along with her.

      He had to run.

      With tears in his eyes, he fled out the window and took to the night sky. A trail of Silver essence was the only thing left in his wake.

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      

      Willow was overseeing the last of the villagers making their way across the treacherous mountain pass into the protection of Herb’s primary wards when he got the news.

      “The Mad Queen is dead! The war is over!” The cry carried up from below, along with the sounds of music. Of celebration.

      Willow leapt onto a boulder, looking about for the source of that cry. There. A messenger in the uniform of the Meridian-Nadir alliance, her hair blowing in the mountain wind. It took a few minutes to get to her through the villagers, who had stopped in shock. When he did, the messenger looked up at him, beaming.

      “What happened?” Willow snapped. It was the last day of the truce. Had Dwyn launched a surprise assault? If so, would the war really be over? Wouldn’t the Bloody Six avenge their Queen?

      “Maevian Oriset is dead. She was killed by one of her own. The news is spreading like fire. The Mad Queen’s Silver Shade strangled her in her bed. The Bloody Six are nowhere to be found. Vine is leaderless, all her Earthbonds shattered. They are retreating and— Wait!”

      Willow didn’t. He shoved the messenger aside and launched himself off the side of the Mountain, counting on his wards to slow his descent. He had to get to a Faerie Ring. He had to get to Vine.

      Less than four hours later, Willow appeared in a ring of standing stones covered in vines and surrounded by rushing rapids. He struggled through the water, following the map Dwyn had just given him, and emerged from a cavern into the muggy heat of Cravmor, Vine’s capital. Waterfalls surrounded a lush valley with high cliffs, vegetation tumbling down the sheer slopes and around the stately buildings.

      It was eerily quiet for a city. Deserted. Those who remained sat in corners weeping. Willow wandered the terraces and halls of the stone palace, his essence searching for the deep power of Ilyas’s Silver Gaze. Instead, he was drawn to a room where a youth knelt beside an altar, upon which rested the body of Maevian Oriset covered in a shroud.

      Willow stopped in the doorway. The youth’s shoulder shook with tears, but when he straightened and turned to face Willow, there was no tremble to his voice or fear in his Crimson eyes. “Have you come to kill me?”

      “Are you Ashan?”

      The boy nodded. In his hands, he held the crown of Vine, the points digging into his flesh. In the scent of his blood, Willow could smell his essence—that of a King. The last he had heard of this boy, he’d only had a Golden Gaze. They did deepen with age or trauma, but to make so large a jump hinted at truly fearsome power to come.

      He could pick up where his mother had stopped.

      Willow should kill him.

      Then again, Asherah should have killed Willow.

      “If you’re here to end her line, do it already.” The youth challenged. In his face, Will saw Ilyas’s same stoic determination and courage. “We both know I can’t stop you.”

      Willow shook his head and turned away. “No, kid. I’m not here to kill you. I think my days of killing are over.”

    

  


  
    
      ILYAS

      ‘Oathbreaker! Murderer!’

      

      Maevian’s voice continued to whisper vileness into his head as Ilyas tried washing his hands for the fifth time in a river. They were clean, and had been clean when he’d started, but he couldn't stop feeling like they were coated in blood.

      His allies' blood, those Maevian had forced him to kill for her amusement.

      Her blood.

      It wasn't just the loss of Maevian that caused tears to stream down his face. It was the way the hole in his very soul where the Earthbond had been tore at Ilyas, breaking itself open further and further with each heaving sob. That void threatened to swallow him. Why did he want to survive? He should have let the warriors of Vine slaughter him when they had the chance.

      Now, he was so… so desperately alone, and hollow.

      Pulling his hands from the stream, he stared at them. They were clean, without a speck of dirt or blood. Yet he felt it. 'That’s how you killed me. With those two hands. Oathbreaker. Murderer.'

      His wings curled around him as he dug his fingers into his scalp. The words were searing brands upon his soul. Never had someone been able to break an Earthbond, and since breaking his, Ilyas knew why. The oath he had sworn—to protect and serve Maevian—burned through his flesh and stabbed into his mind. It had been days since he had done the impossible, and he felt like it had been years.

      “Ilyas?” A voice broke through his spiraling panic. A voice he recognized. One that had tried to kill him time and again. Ilyas didn’t put up a ward. He welcomed Willow’s voice. The peace it promised. Release.

      Arms wrapped under his and hauled him to his feet.

      “Up you get. We have to go. You left a trail an idiot could follow. Time to disappear.”

      Ilyas didn't even know where he was, but he was too weak to fight. There wasn't anything left to fight for. "G-go?" he asked between gasping breaths. Where would he go, and why? It didn't matter. He was limp in Willow's arms, neither fighting nor helping.

      It was fortunate that they didn’t have a long way to walk. Willow guided Ilyas into a dense patch of trees, where Ilyas saw a wild faerie ring of mushrooms. As soon as the two men stepped into it, the world around them grew misty. A few minutes later, it cleared and they were no longer standing in Vine.

      “Hmm… looks like we’re in Grass. Might be far enough,” Willow muttered, dragging Ilyas out of the ring. Helping him to the ground with his back against a warm rock, Willow crouched in front of him. From Elsewhere, he called in a bulging bag, and placed it next to Ilyas. “Food, some clothes, enough money to get you started.”

      When Ilyas didn’t respond, Willow snapped his fingers in front of Ilyas’s face.

      “Stay with me. You just ended the war. Your side might be hunting you, but ours is celebrating you as a hero. You’re still alive. Your son is alive. You’ve spent your whole life fighting to live. Now’s not the time to stop.”

      None of that was right. He was no hero. He could feel Maevian’s cackling laugh, recalled from when she would flay the flesh from his body. He shivered, imagining the feel of her knife. Yet as painful as it was, he wanted to feel it again if it meant she were back. "Leave me…" he moaned, openly weeping for his lost Queen.

      “Can’t do that. I’m the only one allowed to kill you. If you waste away out of grief and guilt, I will be seriously pissed.” Willow pulled out a flask of water and pressed it to Ilyas’s chapped lips. “Now drink some damned water, eat some food, and stay alive. I refuse to be the only one of us that has to figure out how to live beyond this war.”

    

  


  
    
      WILLOW

      10 Year’s After War’s End

      

      It was a decade after the end of the war when Willow ran into Ilyas again. Will’s hair was longer than in his military days, bloodstained uniform traded out for a shabby coat and sturdy hiking boots. Some days, Willow still reflexively called his weapons in from Elsewhere at sharp noises, but he was getting better. It had been over three years since he had last lost his temper, and even that had only resulted in a broken bone. Dwyn’s lessons in self-control were finally paying off.

      It was just after Binding Day, the snow still crisp and the air fresh this close to the Mountain. Oliban Fortress had not been rebuilt, but the rubble had been cleared and used to rebuild the town below. Willow had come, like he did every year, to sit on the walls and look down upon the valley.

      This year, he found Ilyas doing likewise.

      Sitting down next to him, Willow did not speak. When Ilyas passed him the bottle of brandy, he took it and swallowed a burning gulp, then handed it back.

      Ilyas continued to stare down at the village. He hadn’t been much of a speaker before, but the man who had hunted him for so long was so quiet and unmoving that Willow thought he hadn’t breathed. His hair was longer and unkempt, and he didn’t wear a uniform, armor or weapons. The Vineman even looked thinner, like he hadn’t been eating as well as he should.

      “So?” Willow said at last. “Anything new?”

      "You’re still loud enough to be heard a mile away," Ilyas said before another swig, a different tone in his voice than Willow had remembered, "I’m surprised that you haven’t corrected that in ten years."

      “Subtlety was never my strong suit. You look like shit.” Willow took the bottle back, gulped down another burning mouthful, then called in the bread and cheese he had stored in Elsewhere. Setting the food between them, he eyed the other man. “Guessing the holiday isn’t the party for you that it is for the rest of the world?”

      Silver eyes looked up at him and Willow twitched. Ilyas had always been stoic and cold, but now his eyes were completely devoid of life.

      "Still not as much of a thinker, either." Ilyas sounded so… hollow. That was the tone he had picked up on earlier.

      Willow’s smile fading, he looked down at his lap. “I had hoped you’d find something new to live for, after all these years.”

      “Have you?”

      Willow shifted uncomfortably. “For a time. I’ve been looking for the Bloody Six. They’re still out there. I intend to find them, bring them to a Ruler for judgement, and then… well, I guess the ethical thing would be to turn myself in as well. I caused a lot of needless bloodshed. I should be held accountable.”

      "Leave the Bloody Six alone. Trust me, they may be the only ones as miserable as I am." Ilyas shook his head slowly. "The wrong people have been killed and suffered enough. If I knew I could, I would put an end to those who deserve it. The Bloody Six and you are not the culprits."

      “But we are still culpable. The way I see it, the only one here who earned his freedom is… you.”

      Ilyas grunted before taking another swig. "I don't see it," he muttered. The Vine warrior had just lifted the bottle to his lips again when it slipped through his fingers to plunge to the ground far below. Before Willow could ask what had happened, it hit him too.

      A sudden feeling, not unlike a thousand small whispers, slipped into him, tugging at his head and heart to climb the Mountain. To go to Zenith. A call he had never thought he would feel, a Ruler tugging at his soul, drawing Willow close. The sensation was pleasant, filling him with hope and warmth.

      He glanced down and saw Ilyas staring up, just like he had been. Unlike his own feeling of wonder and joy, the older man’s eyes were filled with dread. He was trembling, his wings wrapped around him as if to protect him from the call of their Ruler. “No… Void above… No… ” he whispered, hugging himself.

      “You felt that too?” Willow’s heart was pounding faster than it ever had in battle. He squeezed his eyes shut. At once his mind was filled with a scene he had never beheld. A dense, dripping jungle. Small hands trying to make a fire. A scream.

      “I… I did.” Ilyas shivered. “You can have them. I do not want another Ruler.”

      “Damn it. I think they need help.” Willow was already on his feet, the urge to go find the source of that tug almost more than he could resist. He looked down at Ilyas. “We need to go.”

      “Then go. I’ll find another cave to hide in. Even if I had the desire to, I am no good to any Ruler. Not after her.” He curled up tighter around himself.

      Ilyas strangled his Queen. The thought floated up unbidden. He could hurt this one too. Another vision. A young face reflected in Verdant eyes. Flushed cheeks, blue hair sticking to them with tears. Blood. Danger.

      Willow’s fingers twitched. The image of binding Ilyas’s wings in a ward and tossing him into the valley pulled at instincts he had tried to bury for ten years. Clenching his fists, he pushed the desire down. “Come with me, Ilyas. Help me find her. Protect her.”

      Ilyas looked up at him. “Willow, you aren’t thinking.” He almost sounded like the Ilyas of old, the calculating general that had bested Willow in tactics and was one of the only people to beat him in a fight. “You can waste your time trying to convince me to go where I won’t, or you can go save her. I don’t want another Queen, especially one who calls to what remains of my soul. I won’t let myself get trapped again, or put my fate in another’s hands after finally breaking free. I refuse.”

      Feeling the pull toward a Ruler at last, Willow thought he understood: why Ilyas had fought for all those decades, why the Bloody Six had reincarnated again and again to return to a Mad Queen. If his Ruler turned out to be another Maevian, would Will be strong enough to do what Ilyas had?

      No.

      But someone needs to be.

      “Then run, Ilyas. Keep your distance… and if I ever become like you were… or like the Bloody Six were…”

      Their gazes connected. “Then we’ll meet on the battlefield once more. Goodbye, Willow. If the Mountain and Void are kind, may we never meet again. I hope you find everything you’re looking for, and that this Queen is who you deserve, and not another Maevian Oriset.”

      Willow turned away. “Goodbye, Ilyas.” He was at the stairs when he looked back over his shoulder to say, “For what it’s worth… I think I would have liked to be your Bond Brother.”
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      Part I: Ignition

      

      Under the endless plains, the sound of rending flesh thundered, shaking the coarse sands. Quareth held his blade, his face emotionless as his eyes hovered forward, focused on the face of the impaled man in front of him. He pulled his serrated blade, jagged like a beast's claw, its silvery steel stained with the dull maroon of blood. He stood, watching the body crumble, lifeless.

      Another caravan, he turned around scanning the bodies scattered around him before settling to the few who remained standing. Vicious, hungry looks flared in their eyes, yet hesitation, pain and grief hid beneath their masks of anger yet they bowed silently.

      Of course they did. Quareth resisted the urge to spit, his disdain clear. Blood, death, destruction. The path they walked was savage, merciless. It brought pain and suffering to everyone, and many couldn't handle it, yet under the blazing sun, everyone knew they had made the right choice, as they staggered behind him.

      Watching the body hit the floor, sending a cloud of dust into the air, he turned around, his lips slowly rising, revealing a smile. He sheathed his silver blade, its blade contrasting with his dark skin as his eyes stared at the horizon. In these cursed lands, the strong devour the weak, they were weak. That is the price of survival.

      He grabbed the waterskin on his belt, carefully putting it on his lips as a trickle of water slid into his throat, cooling the dry inferno within. He walked, his long golden hair flowing behind him. He took a deep breath, feeling the scalding air burn his lungs, yet his smile only got wider. Any other man would've died walking under the unceasing fury of the cursed lands' sun, but he was different.

      With every step, Quareth felt Energy flow through his body towards his limbs, vanishing as his pain and fatigue disappeared. He felt his blade's sheath, his eyes radiating confidence as he looked at the heaving men walking behind him.

      They were practitioners, people who were more than human, ones who could burn the skies and break the earth. Yet they struggled, the burning sun eating their will away while he walked unscathed. He was above them, for he was a Candidate. A man who stood a single step away from mastery, a candidate for becoming a Monarch.

      A few minutes later, hurriedly built shacks and walls slowly appeared in his vision. He walked, navigating the ribbons of shade beneath the hastily built camp. He saw his men sweating as they walked around, perhaps this camp wasn't enough to live, but it was enough to survive.

      Suddenly, as one of the men noticed him, he shouted something as everyone grouped around him. For once, Quareth felt a sense of relief wash him, as his lips rose. Indeed, for them I would do anything. No matter what.

      A moment later, he turned, nodding as he noticed a man approaching him.

      "Boss."

      "Takateth." Quareth nodded towards his right-hand man, feeling his arm relax, moving away from the sheath on his belt. "Come my men, it is time to eat."

      Tensed looks didn't escape Quareth's eyes as another man stepped forward.

      "Boss... With the supplies we had from the last raid, this is all we have."

      Quareth froze for a moment, his mind slowly comprehending the dried bread and meager food that stood in front of him. It wouldn't last a man a few weeks. As for their whole camp...

      Quareth took a deep breath, relaxing his body as he forced a smile which slowly turned into a laugh.

      "Ah! That is my fault. I had already feasted after our last victory today, so just eat what you can now..."

      Quareth closed his eyes, moving his Energy in his body. Despite its magical properties, it wasn't a substitute for food, nor would it make him feel any less hungry, yet he forced his body to hide the rumbling hunger. His eyes sneaking glances at his men as they held rough, parched bread.

      He could see them suffer, devouring the tasteless, dry bread. They struggled to tear into it, to chew it. Its dark, rough texture promised nothing but staleness, its cracked interior was as dry as the cursed sands.

      Yet, Quareth never desired something as much as he desired a piece of it.

      Their situation was falling worse and worse, the Oases had dried up, food and water were running out, it was a matter of days before they all fell...

      What did we do to deserve this?

      Quareth cursed the day they were born, for they were fated to suffer. To be born under the cursed sun, in the cursed lands was a fate worse than death. For death brought peace, and living there only brought suffering.

      Why were we cursed in those damn lands?

      Quareth felt a hint of doubt and hesitation creep into his heart, his heart tingling as he watched the faces of every single man of his. As he saw their struggles. All he could think of was the question. Why?

      Suddenly, Quareth involuntarily lifted his brows as he looked at Takateth standing, his eyes closed as he stood on the side, no partaking in the feast of the shriveled fare.

      Noticing his gaze, Takateth opened his eyes. "Did you forget, boss? We feasted there together."

      Staring into his eyes, Quareth sighed. "Indeed you were, my brother. Indeed you were."

      Quareth felt his doubts wash over into the river of determination. It didn't matter why. It was for men like him that he fought. It was why he killed, and why he would keep fighting.

      As long as it takes.

      Quareth grinned, shouting. "My men! We have one more battle. If we take it, if I take his head, it will all be done. Tomorrow, our misery ends!" Quareth felt the dry touch of leather on his hand, as he involuntarily gripped his blade. Finally, he drew it, cutting the air as the blade flowed, shifting in an arc. He felt his other hand hovering, touching the rough handle of his second sheathed blade.

      He was a Candidate, he was unrivaled, the strongest man walking the cursed lands, yet he had to admit there was one man who rivaled him, one who could defeat him.

      Maketh. A growl escaped Quareth's throat, as the smile he struggled to build vanished. I know you will be there. There... we shall settle it for once. There... we fight!
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      Quareth stomped on the sands, sending clouds of dust with every step, announcing his arrival. He moved confidently, by the time he knew we were coming, it would be too late. He didn't bother hiding, after all it was not possible to divert a whole convoy as fast as he maneuvered a few of his men.

      His eyes stared forward, finding nothing but the endless plains, their sandy colors shifting as wisps of air and heat painted illusions of lakes and beasts, trees and houses, but he knew. Everyone did. The only thing on those plains were the endless sands. And hundreds of men and women with enough food and water to last them for a few days, or last my men for weeks. He snickered, his finger rolling over his jagged blade as he moved forward.

      Quareth turned around, his eyes fixed at a point on the horizon. There was nothing there, save for illusions and sand, but he felt it. He was here. His teeth showed as his lips rose to a cruel smile, feeling the men standing behind him tremble momentarily.

      A moment later, countless black motes broke through the dust on the horizon on the other side, their silhouettes getting apparent slowly. Quareth could see their pace slowing down gradually, recognizing they weren't alone.

      He turned back, noticing a few shadows approaching from the other direction which didn't slow down, but instead sped up, getting clearer by the minute.

      Quareth froze, his eyes glued at the approaching shadows, stuck on the figure standing in the middle. His bulging muscles shouted strength, his dark skin and pale, clean ropes promised dignity, and his war hammer demanded glory, its edge glistening under the flare of the sun. Quareth stood, watching the sun reflect off the figure's helmet covering the top of his head, leaving his dark thick beard free.

      Quareth couldn't recognize the material it was made of, but he could recognize good armor when he saw it, despite the lack of people willing to wear branding hot iron on their skins under the burning sun. Only someone who wasn't bothered by the sun's fury would do so. A Candidate.

      Both groups approached each other. Almost with an unspoken agreement, everyone halted as Quareth and the bearded man slowly shuffled towards each other calmly. And why would we hurry? Quareth smiled, battles were not about tens or hundreds of men fighting on the sands, nor were they about controlling territories or breaking into walls. Battle was for the strongest, and they were Candidates, they were war.

      Finally, they stood, staring into each other’s eyes, neither speaking a word. Quareth relaxed his grip, standing confidently.

      "Maketh."

      "Quareth."

      Both stood silently, without worry. Soon blades would clash and blood would spill, and they were both strong enough to feel any action from their opponent. Both of them had the confidence to react to the other's movements. In a clash of titans, there were no tricks.

      After all, if you have strength, you need not fear puny tricks.

      Quareth straightened up, his eyes boring into Maketh's eyes as he spoke.

      "I ask you again, and for the last time. Join me. Together we can break through those cursed lands, and let our people breathe relief for once, Maketh!"

      "By killing them? Quareth, I have told you countless times, your path of slaughter does us no favor. You cannot save our people by killing them."

      Quareth scoffed, feeling his blood run in his veins. "You saw what those lands did to our people. It melts them slowly as we struggle and rot slowly. For those who have no hope of survival, death is but a mercy, and a blessing to those who can."

      Maketh sighed. "I've seen it, Quareth. The lands beyond those sands. I saw the Stone Edges, I've seen the Central Lands, I've even seen the frozen throne in the north. People don't survive there, they live."

      "Those people can burn and be buried in the sands." Quareth spat. "We were cursed, fated to suffer, I shall bring salvation and freedom for those who follow, to break through these lands, to break through this damned curse."

      Maketh shook his head. Quareth felt Maketh's hand gripping his war hammer, his Energy beginning to move. Quareth smiled, gripping his blade.

      Quareth turned, feeling the ground shake, as dust kicked in the distance. His smile widened before bursting into a ghastly laugh.

      The cursed land never leaves us alone, indeed.

      He turned back to Maketh, gesturing with his hands to Takateth as Maketh turned, ordering his companion before he took off, running towards the convoy.

      His enemy ahead, beasts behind and waves of sands everywhere, Quareth muscles bulged. His sandals sinking into the sands as he rushed forward, his face turned sinister as he tilted his blade, reflecting light into Maketh's eyes. At that exact moment, he saw a block of sand flying towards him, blocking the reflected light. Quareth squinted, a fainted gray light condensing around his blade.

      The blade’s glimmer deepened as he sent slivers of Energy into it, strengthening it. He swung it downwards, cutting the block in half. Quareth exhaled, feeling the tension in his arms. He could cut steel and stones effortlessly, yet this sand stumped him.

      Of course it did. Quareth's lips distorted inhumanly, he expected nothing less from the man who plagued him for years.

      A moment later, blade and hammer clashed.
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      Takateth leapt forward, holding a smooth blade. His blade reflected an unclear light, carrying mirages of shades as light reflected with his movement. Within seconds, he would reach the pack of Kriels, short four-legged creatures, countless as the sands in the cursed lands. Alone, they weren't dangerous, a trained adult capable of taking them on with a weapon, after a struggle.

      In a pack however...

      Takateth saw the scenes of carnage and destruction that followed the four-legged beasts, they left no corpses, everything was cut and crushed, ripped and eaten. He thought of himself and his group. Perhaps we killed many, but we did it for a purpose. He gripped his blade tighter as he got closer. We leave our foes with dignity. Those beasts... do not.

      In the corner of his eyes, Takateth saw Maketh's student. He remembered his name, Hjornn, a foreign name to the burning lands in the south. A foreigner's name. His face scarred and rough, he towered over anyone who tried to stand near him. His hand clutching a plain iron sword.

      A Candidate, just like him.

      He felt the strength in Hjornn's movements, his feet stomping the sands carrying his body forward. Yet it lacked the dignity Quareth or Maketh moved with. Takateth shook his head, knowing he was no better. They... are strong.

      Takateth doubled his focus, his eyes sharpening as he shoved gratuitous thoughts aside as he came face to face with the horde.

      In. He took a deep breath, stepping forward, his sword flashing in an arc, moving through the Kriel, rending flesh and bones alike. Out. He exhaled, taking another step, his blade moving like a phantom, moving in a cross as it cut two more Kriels. In. Takateth took a third step before leaning backwards as a Kriel jumped towards him; its claws poised to sink into his flesh. He lifted his sword, twisting it as the Kriel landed on its blade before he grabbed it  with his free hand, ripping his sword free and throwing the dying Kriel aside.

      He turned towards Hjornn, watching his blade descending onto a Kriel, crushing it as another Krill rushed him from the side. Hjornn extended his free hand, faint blue wisps dancing around his fingers as he grabbed the Krill's head, moments before it exploded into ice.

      Not fast enough. Takateth grunted. Both him and Hjornn were strong, but it wouldn't be fast enough to cut through that horde and reach the convoy in time. Seconds passed as one Kriel fell after another, yet he felt despair as the Kriels reached the convoy. He felt time freeze as he watched a Kriel jump, its claws about to rip into the terrified man who stood motionlessly.

      Suddenly, Takateth heard a flash as the world turned white for a moment. As color returned, he saw the Kriel falling onto the sands, a gap appearing in the middle of its head as traces of Energy floated in the air, following them to a woman in her thirties standing in the convey, meters away from the Kriel, holding an extended sword. Within moments, Energy dispersed from the sword as she got her breathing in control, moving forward to the front of the convoy as another man followed behind her, holding a similar sword.

      Takateth smiled, feeling their Energy. Practitioners. They weren't Candidates, even if the woman came close. She was a step away, and sometimes that single step can be as high as a mountain.

      But with them there, perhaps they could brave the tempest in time after all.

    

  


  
    
      Part II: Burning

      

      Quareth exhaled, clutching his swords. Their blades sharp and poised. He lifted his head, his eyes hovering, leaving nothing out of his sight. He shook, his lower body sinking into the sand until it reached his waist.

      Maketh grunted as he waved his hand forward, as sand began to spin, forming a spike a shade darker than the sands around them, before it shot towards Quareth. Quareth swam through the sands, accelerating as he approached Maketh. He looked upwards, watching as the spike split into hundreds of dark arrows, Quareth dove completely into the sands as the arrows descended, shocking the sands before he resurfaced a few steps away from Maketh.

      Maketh stepped forward as his Energy went wild. He waved his hand in an arc, sending a wave 0f sand toward Quareth. He swung his sword, his eyes bulging, unable to break through the wave of sand before being pushed backward, away from Maketh.

      Quareth growled before jumping back, as a claw of sand emerged from the ground, threatening to rip him apart.

      "Always full of tricks, aren't you, Maketh?"

      Maketh grunted. "Victory is all that matters, isn't that right, old friend?"

      Quareth cackled, jumping forward. He swung his sword at the ground, sending a cloud of dust towards Maketh, obscuring his vision before rushing in. He rushed in, approaching him before suddenly stopping and jumping back as the war hammer descended onto his location, creating a shock wave that sent him backwards.

      "You know hiding wouldn't work. Not in my sands.".

      "Never hurt to try, has it?"

      Quareth's smile waned as minutes passed, grunting as he was forced back again, unable to break through Maketh's defenses as the sand kept flowing, defending and attacking without a break. He started panting, feeling his Energy draining as he blocked the empowered sand. Quareth's eyes squinted, noticing Maketh, standing unfazed.

      "You should go back, Quareth. You cannot kill me here, nor will you conquer those lands. Your methods are cruel. Those are our people. They deserve better."

      Quareth growled "What do you think you know? Will you save them, just to watch how everything runs dry, as drought and hunger feast upon their weakness them, as they wither away." Quareth spat. "But not before they turn on each other like rapid dogs, stabbing the very people they saw as brothers. You do not understand, Maketh. This is not cruelty; I am merely granting them mercy."

      Quareth jumped aside, dodging spears emerging from the ground as Maketh spoke.

      "We can change things, Quareth. I've seen it. I've seen much. They built cities, gathered and prospered. We can do more! We are no worse than anyone. We can break through this curse!"

      Quareth felt his anger rise. What do you think you understand? He barely held a shout, lunging with his blade as the words forced themselves out of his mouth. "You understand nothing... This sun descends on us, burns us and grants us nothing but suffering. There was never salvation for people for us, it never existed, and it never will. There is only one way out, we must break through those lands, leaving this curse behind. Together, Maketh, we can do it. JOIN ME MAKETH!"

      Air thundered and the ground rumbled with Quareth's roar, the chaos as the Candidates clashed stilled for a moment, waiting for their response as they stared into each other's eyes, moments before Maketh sighed. "It seems there is no convincing you, Quareth. I suppose today... we finish it."

      "Indeed." Quareth and Maketh jumped into action as Quareth sank into the sand once more.
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      Takateth exhaled as a transparent line carried itself away from his blade, severing another Kriel. A horde of Kriels could level entire towns or villages. But with two Candidates mowing through them, as well as two Practitioners defending the people, it was only a matter of time before the swarm decided to change its course, rushing away from them.

      Or at least that's what Takateth hoped. His breath was steady, yet he felt his power slowly getting used up for every Kriel he had slain. A horde could be almost inexhaustible, and humans can't fight forever. Not even Candidates.

      Takateth smiled as his blade whistled, cutting another Kriel apart. He stood a few steps away from the convoy, his eyes hovering towards the Practitioners fighting to protect the convoy. He nodded in appreciation, Being Practitioners at their age meant that they had the potential to become Candidates, perhaps even more.

      Takateth shook his head. Becoming a Monarch was more of a legend than a reality. Not even Quareth had achieved it, and he was the strongest.

      Doesn't matter. Takateth decided, his legs shifting slowly, approaching the duo. If they joined us, it would help strengthen our forces. If not... Takateth felt his grip tighten, a cruel look shining in his eyes.

      He glanced to the side, Watching Hjornn's blade dancing across the battlefield, dissecting one beast after another as his free hand sent blades of snow tumbling, cutting a few more. But he was far enough. Takateth turned back, facing the duo as he spoke.

      "I will keep this short. I am Takateth, here on behalf of my boss, Quareth. I do not need to say much, you know who we are. Join us, and I can promise you a future, and glory."

      The man turned, a frown on his face as he whispered to his partner before lifting his blade. "Begone, we will take no part in that devil's massacres. We appreciate your help, and we owe you a favor. Yet, we will take no part in what you seek."

      Hearing their immediate response, Takateth sighed. It always goes like that. Kids. His right foot shifted forward without giving it much thought, such people would not listen to reason, nor should they be kept living, lest they grow to become an issue.

      Takateth's body shifted, pushing his sword into a lunge, its tip flowing towards the man's heart. The man stepped aside, moving his sword upwards as the blades connected. He stepped forward, rotating his arm as he pushed Takateth’s sword aside, parrying it before bringing his sword down for a counter attack.

      Takateth grunted, freeing his blade and empowering it as he struck down, watching it descend like thunder. Takateth’s eyes bulged as he felt no resistance, watching the figure of the youth turning into sand as his blade cut through. He refocused, finding the flow of Energy to locate the youth's body as his blade whipped with a slash.

      Takateth felt solid contact, hearing a flash as the world turned white. He felt himself getting pushed back as the colors returned to the world. He poured his Energy into his body, taking a step back and stabilizing himself as he looked towards the woman holding her sword, visibly exhausted as she spoke without turning. "Zanith, are you alright?".

      "Stand back, Vivith.". The man nodded, his eyes frozen, refusing to leave Takateth for a moment. Takateth stared into his eyes, He knows that I am a Candidate. He knows there is no hope. Takateth did nothing to hide his power as he stared at Zanith's eyes, looking for a hint of fear, yet all he found was focus. Zanith wasn't going to let a single breath escape him.

      Takateth sighed. They were good saplings. They could have helped us save our people from those cursed lands, yet they let their childish desires take over... What a waste. He let his Energy flow through his body, the glow on his blade deepening. He swung his blade diagonally, a shadow extending from it, threatening to take both their heads.

      Warning bells rang across Takateth's body, jumping back as he heard an explosion. The phantom blade shattering as a mass of ice descended to his previous location. He turned, ignoring the youths as his sword whipped, as steel clashed.

      "Hjornn."

      Hjornn scowled, his grip unmoving. He seemed to grow a head taller, a faint blue glow born within his eyes as a faint white mist excluded from his body. He looked like a frost giant as he spoke, his voice icy. "My lord ordered me to save the people from any danger, even if that danger was you, Titan of the sands."

      Takateth stood silently, his Energy flowing, ready to react to Hjornn. The world stilled, as beasts scattered, terrified as the Candidates' wills clashed. Seconds felt like minutes as the two men's eyes froze, refusing to budge. Finally, Takateth sighed, letting his Energy scatter as he sheathed his sword. "Quareth has told me to stop the beasts of the desert from claiming his prize. I have no reason to fight you here. He will handle this personally once he defeats your boss, Hjornn."

      Hjornn spat. "You know nothing if you think he even has a chance of defeating my lord. Maybe he had such a chance once. But now... it is too late."

      Takateth brows furrowed in confusion before his breath froze, his heart racing as comprehension cleared, understanding what Hjornn meant.
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      Quareth kneeled, breathing heavily as he kept his focus on Maketh as he stood a few steps away, unfazed. He felt his own Energy dry, his body wounded and his grip weakening. The last few minutes had shaken him to the core, the events getting more and more absurd. At first, it was a thought, then that thought grew into a suspension, and now, Quareth knew it was a reality.

      Maketh was not a Candidate. Not anymore.

      Quareth grunted, his hand flashing to the side, as the shell of a Krill collapsed next to him motionless. He held his blades as his thoughts ran through his head.

      A Monarch.

      Quareth knew he had no hope of winning that fight, each stage was a mountain, the edge was a valley. Sensing his confusion and hesitation Maketh spoke.

      "I told you. It is too late for you to be victorious. Ten days ago, I found out who I was. I found my will."

      Maketh stepped forward, watching the sands shift around him. "You are strong, old friend. But your ways are twisted.  Your thoughts and actions do not match, you pretend to be something you are not. Now, I have become a Monarch. I shall rule over those sands, to stand and protect everything here."

      Do not match?

      Quareth felt time stop, Maketh's words stabbing at him. Did his words and actions truly not match? Was he a fake?

      Quareth felt his emotions stir, he fought for his people, he killed to survive, and to help his people survive. That was true. But was it truly the only reason?

      Quareth felt confusion as he jumped back, avoiding a barrages of sand spears descending onto him, turning back simultaneously to block a clawed hand appearing from the ground.  Quareth reconsidered his thoughts. He felt confusion, anxiety, fear...

       

      Was Maketh truly a Monarch?

       

      Can I defeat him?

       

      What will happen to my people if I die here?

       

      As his thoughts ran wild, a single memory emerged in his mind. The moment that started everything, that moment he became a Practitioner.

      He could see flames, death and blood flooding the sands, he held a rusty sword, broken as countless beasts lay dead around him. He could remember as he glanced behind him, watching the figure behind him take her last breath. He could feel the despair he felt.

      A beast unlike all others emerged, thinner than Kriels, but faster, and more furious. A Seriath. The words of his father rang in his mind.

      "The Seriaths swam in the sands, they killed man and beast alike. If you were cursed to meet one, then you wouldn't even think of running. Some beasts hunt for food, that demon hunts for sport."

      He couldn't remember what happened, until he laid on the sands, dying with the beast's corpse beside him. He felt unimaginable thirst and hunger, his eyes drifting towards the impaled Seriath.

      "Father, we all live in hunger, yet none tries to hunt those beasts?"

      "Of course not, those beasts grew to be poisoned, bringing endless suffering to whoever dares to eat their flesh or drink their blood. Else, they would've disappeared, as our people hunted them out."

      He knew what pain and suffering would come from consuming its flesh, but he felt his eyes drifting toward it anyway. I am dead anyway.

      And he didn't want to die hungry.

      Returning to reality, he felt an emotion hiding beneath his thoughts.

      Excitement.

      Quareth stood, his Energy low, his right arm bleeding. He felt his body asking him, begging to stop. Holding his blades, he felt broken, yet at that moment he felt strangely alive. He felt his memories and reality start mixing, hearing phantoms of the past.

      "A Seriath's claws could cut through steel and flesh alike, some say that an adult's claws could cut everything in existence."

      Quareth swung his sword, its jagged edges biting into the jaw of sand as it descended, trying to devour him, cutting it apart.

      He fought protecting his people. He fought aiming to free them from the curses of the sands. But that was not what pushed him forward, why he trained every day, every moment.

      "I heard some say, the only way to survive a Seriath is to give up. A Seriath hunted because it enjoyed the hunt. And a weakling wouldn't satisfy its urge"

      He knew why he fought. He fought because he enjoyed being strong. He enjoyed fighting.

      As Maketh approached him, Quareth lunged forward on instinct, his body lacking Energy, moving slower than it had done before. He saw the spears of sand rise and descend towards him. Quareth stepped forward, stepped even closer to Maketh, dodging two of the spikes while parrying the third. He felt his arm scream at him, demanding Energy as his muscles tensioned as the sand and blade collided.

      He pushed on. Five steps. Quareth rolled to the right, dodging another claw of sand before taking two steps forward, his blades flashing as they struck the sands in front of him. Three. Maketh waved his hand, causing the area between them to explode, pushing sand in every direction. Quareth stepped forward, covering his face with his hand, feeling the sand bite into his body, hacking into it rapidly. He grunted as he forced his dwindling Energy into his body to protect it as he took one more step. One.

      Maketh stood in front of him, as sand started spinning around him, forming a cloak, covering him within its layers, out of Quareth's reach. The sands extended, spinning into a vortex around Maketh, threatening to hack Quareth into pieces if he dared approach it. Watching the scene in front of him, Quareth laughed, shoving his hand into the sandstorm.

      Quareth's smile stressed, feeling his arm getting mangled as the sands bit into it, cutting it like a blade. He stepped in, forcing the last of his Energy to wrestle for the control of the sands. Quareth didn't practice the same arts as Maketh, but he was a Candidate, and within his domain he too could challenge his control over it.

      Quareth eyes tightened, watching the sands slow down. He couldn't take over, but it was enough. His free army held his sword as it descended into the slowing storm, descending like a beast's claw, breaking through as it met Maketh's war hammer once again. Quareth pushed with his body, parrying the hammer and forcing it to the side.

      Quareth lifted his mangled arm, barely clutching his sword as he felt Energy being pulled into his sword. He was empty, with no Energy to spare, yet he felt he could pull the Energy into his blade from somewhere, and thus he did. The sword descended, collapsing like the thunder as the claw fell towards Maketh's neck.

      A metallic clash sounded as a bright gray glow flooded Maketh's free arm, sand gathering around it as it collided with Quareth's blade. Quareth’s other hand shifted, hammering his second blade into his first, forcing Maketh back. Maketh stood, looking at his arm. Quareth could tell from a distance, looking at Maketh's broken and bleeding arm.

       

      He could do it.

      He could win.

       

      Quareth prepared to move again, filled as the unknown strength filled him before feeling something off, hearing Maketh's sigh. He felt his heartbeat quicken as Maketh spoke, his voice sounding a few years older.

      "I hate having to do this, I really do. But you are too close. Forgive me, old friend. But you are a threat to our dream, to our destiny. If you won't listen to reason, then let me show you... the will of a Monarch."

      Maketh stepped forward, sand spinning around him faster and faster. Quareth felt his eyes widen and breath quicken. He felt the sands speed up, becoming hard as diamonds, yet soft as water. Despite all that, he felt no link of Energy between them and Maketh, almost as if he didn't need to control the sands. Instead, they obeyed his will. Quareth could no longer distinguish Maketh between the sands, as they gathered, getting thicker as a silhouette started getting clearer.

      He felt the world darken, the area around Maketh breaking down, as if the world wanted him gone, clashing with him.

      And he was winning.

      A three meters long golem of sands stood, the sands forming his body shifting continuously. The giant trembled before moving at a pace faster than it had any right to, its fist descending towards Quareth within a moment.

      Quareth tried to dive into the sands the moment he felt the blow approaching him, yet he felt as if the sands refused him. He was not their king. For only a step away stood their sovereign.

      He kept trying to force the sensation he felt previously back, the will to fight. The will to conquer. Yet he felt as if he stared into a canyon, one he couldn't cross. An endless abyss.

      Maketh stopped, his voice filled with pity. "I have stood upon that line for years on end, trying to find who I was, who I will be, and who I am. I have no doubt you would have done it faster than I did. You were always better."

      Quareth lunged forward, summoning all the strength he had, filling his blades with everything he had as they struck at the unmoving golem. His body shook, his grip loose as pain shook him, feeling as if he had hit a wall.

      But if it was a wall, he would've cut it down. What he hit was unmovable.

      His thoughts froze, feeling the impact as a giant fist hit him, launching him into the sands, feeling his blade crack and bones crumble moments as he lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      Part III: Smoldering

      

      Quareth felt the sands touching his body, the heat his body normally ignored seeped into his muscles and bones. No longer did he have anything stopping his body from slowly burning out, he was weak, like the rest.

      But he did not worry about that, as his eyes slowly opened, he felt pain around his body, yet he could not move it. In the corner of his eye, he could see his injury, his entire right shoulder was gone, his ribs broken, his heart struggling to beat. It’s over.

      Quareth felt bitterness, he had failed them. Yet, he felt no regret. Such was the life of a man in these cursed lands.

      Maketh approached him, sitting next to him. "Has it been tens, perhaps even hundreds of years ago, when we both sat down here, making that Oath?"

      Quareth forced his breath out, struggling as his lungs burned. "We... were fools."  To both become Candidates together?

      Maketh smiled bitterly. "Indeed we were, yet here we are."

      They both stayed silent, as seconds passed before Maketh spoke. "Tell me, Quareth. Why did you keep fighting? You must've known it was hopeless."

      I did. Quareth's thoughts shivered.

      Maketh continued. "You could've helped me, you would've known that with me as a Monarch, I could've made a change."

      Quareth lifted his eyes, staring at the skies, the burning sun in the corner of his vision, burning his eyes as he struggled, words slowly leaving him. "We were Candidates, in body and heart. We both fought, aimed to be kings. Someone like us... can't bow their wills, lest it no longer be their own."

      Maketh nodded, closing his eyes. Quareth felt his body weaken further, his blood draining as his thoughts slowly started vanishing. He felt the heat turn unbearable; a single thought stuck in his head. Takateth... my people... What will become of you, now I am gone?

      As his thoughts scrambled in disarray, threatening to take him away as the heat of the sands and the sun burned through him, he felt a sudden slight breeze. An alien cool that infiltrated his skin, cooling his body and nerves. He felt at peace, yet he forced his eyes open, the last of his thoughts racing in confusion.

      Maketh held an artifact, he could see the lines on its surface, he could feel the cool air leaking, cooling his body. Quareth felt tears appear in his eyes, to feel the cold... when the cursed sun hung upon the cursed lands?!

      Maketh stood, his voice ringing. "I have searched, worked and kept trying over and over. And finally as I broke through to find it. I have found the way to create those Artifacts. Soon, our people will be able to live. No longer will the sun burn us, stop us from living. Soon, I will use those artifacts to bring civilization back to our lands."

      Maketh took a few steps forward, continuing. "You know, people always said our lands were cursed, as the sun stared at us, burning us. But I believe otherwise! We were never cursed. We were merely touched by the sun. Its light brought us misery, but in time, it shall bring us glory as well!"

      Quareth felt his throat tremble, trying to speak, but his lungs were empty, he had to ask... Quareth struggled further, pain in his eyes as words refused to leave his mouth. Looking at him, Maketh kneeled near him, holding his head as he spoke.

      "You don't need to worry, friend. I shall save everyone. I promise you, my friend.  I shall turn those cursed lands into cities, in dawn, the cities will bring chill to the sun's endless fury, at night, it will bring warmth to fight the biting chill and will be a beacon in the darkness. For we will no longer be cursed, we will be sun-touched. For soon, the cursed lands will no longer exist, instead, we shall stand on the Sun-touched cities."

      Feeling calm, Quareth's body stilled, his soul free, as the sun shone down, staring as a Candidate lost his life under its glory.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Takateth stood, his eyes staring down at the body of the man who was once his leader, his friend, his brother. He stilled, unmoving and silent as minutes passed. Suddenly, breaking the silence, he kneeled down, grabbing Quareth's blades. He stared at their silvery color, the Northern Froststeel was known to be almost indestructible after it was forged, yet those blades were filled with scratches, signs of endless battles. And oneAnd on one of them laid a crack on its edge.

      He heard footsteps behind him, yet he didn't bother turning. Maketh's voice sounded out. "It had been long, Takateth. When Quareth brought you to me back then, you were but a child."

      Takateth turned, nodding.

      Maketh sighed. "Do you despise me, Takateth?"

      Takateth shook his head. "He lived a king, and he died one too."

      Suddenly, Takateth hardened his grip on Quareth's blades, drowning one of the blades with Energy as he swung it towards the other blade in his hand.

      A loud, metallic crash sounded, as the cracked sword broke into two. Takateth let go of the blade's handle as he watched the pieces fall next to Quareth.

      "May your soul stand victorious, forever."

      Maketh stood in silence, watching, until Takateth turned around, the remaining jagged blade in his hands pointing towards him. "I shall follow you, for that is what he would've wanted me to do. But... If the day comes where you don't fulfill your promise to him... I shall be the one to cut you down."

      Maketh nodded, a serious look in his eyes before walking towards the convoy. Takateth took a few steps back, carefully sheathing the blade in his belt as he watched the sands shift, watching the body of his boss slowly disappearing. Buried beneath the sands of the sun-touched cities.
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      Zanith stood, unbothered by the scorching wind as he sheathed his sword. He turned, ignoring the bodies that scattered around him, looking at the familiar plain in front of him. Now named the Seriath's plain, in memory of the man who fought that day.

      It has been a while. His thoughts rang out, memories of that fight thirty years ago playing in his mind. It was the day everything began. He turned, his eyes staring at the horizon, the walls of the closest city, Zeltol, barely visible.

      He sighed, he couldn't get used to the fabrics they now wore, light blue ropes coiled around his body, announcing his position in the court. His scrawny complexion now rich, the last few years transforming their lives, yet on his face he held no satisfaction.

      He stood still, waiting, as another figure approached a few minutes later. He crossed eyes with Takateth, nodding before getting lost in his own thoughts.

      Oh, you who were left in the sands. Were you right after all?

      Zanith felt his sword, gritting his teeth as his frustration came out. This peace had a price... and perhaps now, that price was too high.

      Finally, after watching the endless sands swim for a while, he turned back, clutching his sword.

      Maketh, Sovereign of the sands. You must stand up once again, you must stop this.

      Or I will have to point my blade at the man I once admired.
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      “A villain can be stylish, and his actions don’t have to be explained. Heroes are boring in comparison, even anti-heroes, as there’s always a justification for their bad actions.”
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      Today everything changes forever.

      Hagen got up off the reed mat he slept on every night and stepped into his worn sandals, the soles so thin he could count the cobblestones under his feet. The tiny monk’s cell was frigid, and his breath steamed in the air as he pulled on his thin robe and knotted the rope belt around his waist.

      And that was it. He was ready for the biggest moment of his life, the moment he had spent four years training—and lying and deceiving—for.

      He opened the creaking wooden door and stepped into the stone corridor. Down the corridor, another acolyte stepped out of his cell at the same time. He nodded to Hagen without meeting his eye and turned away without speaking. The Shadow Monks discouraged idle chatter between the acolytes.

      But that wasn’t the only reason the other acolyte hurried away. He knew, as every person in the monastery knew, that today Hagen was entering Oblivion. Entering Oblivion was the culmination of every acolyte’s training, the final step before he became a full-fledged Shadow Monk.

      It was also extremely dangerous. Many acolytes had died during the ordeal, and even more had been broken, their minds forever scattered by what they had endured there. It was best to avoid those who were about to undergo the ritual, lest some hint of bad luck cling to them.

      A cold breeze blew down the corridor, swirling Hagen’s robe. It was always cold in the monastery, which was perched atop one of the highest peaks in the Godfist Mountains. The windows he passed as he walked down the corridor were nothing more than holes in the stone wall, allowing the wind free entry. Nor did the monks spend precious resources heating the sprawling stone and wood structure.

      Mastery of the body led to mastery of the cold, and mastery was what the Shadow Monks were all about. The Shadow Monks were legendary, partially for their fighting skills, but mostly for their ability to go anywhere, to enter the most heavily guarded vaults, to circumvent the strongest locks. And all because of their ability to enter Oblivion.

      It was because of Oblivion that Hagen had come here four years ago.

      Hagen passed through the door at the end of the corridor and stepped outside onto a landing between two buildings. The wind whistled through the gap. Down in the courtyard below, a score of acolytes were lined up, practicing their forms. For four years Hagen had stood amongst them. Not once had he missed training because of injury or ailment. Nor had he ever come close, though he had emerged from numerous training sessions against the elder monks with his body bruised and battered, his eyes swollen shut. His will was iron. He simply would not allow such things to interfere with his purpose.

      Stone steps led upwards. The steps were worn hollow in the center from centuries of sandaled feet. There was no railing, though a slip would lead to a long fall to the flagstone courtyard and ice was common for most of the year. Constant vigilance was a vital trait for a Shadow Monk acolyte. If they wished to continue breathing, that is.

      The steps wound upward, wrapping around the building to the back where they ended at the mountainside. From there, shallow niches cut into the raw stone led upwards toward the twin, rocky peaks of the mountain.

      Hagen climbed easily, unshaken by the sheer drops that awaited the first mistake. He was focused, intent. Mere physical objects could not stop him on this day.

      He reached the top and paused to look around. Snow-capped peaks surrounded the monastery, remote and untouchable. Far below, a river wound through a narrow valley, the roofs of a village visible on its banks. The wind was stronger now, grabbing at him as if eager to toss him over the edge and onto the sharp rocks a thousand paces below.

      A wooden footbridge led across a chasm to a small temple built atop a lonely pinnacle of rock. The abbot would be waiting there for him.

      Oblivion waited.

      The footbridge seemed wholly inadequate, a frail thing destined to blow away in the next gust of wind. It swayed alarmingly when he set foot on it, and some of the boards were rotted nearly through, but Hagen did not take hold of the support chains. He never did. Nothing cleared the mind like the threat of imminent death.

      The temple was a tiny thing, built of stone so weathered by the centuries that it seemed part of the pinnacle it stood atop. The slate roof tiles were stained orange by lichen. Doorless archways opened to the four cardinal directions, holy symbols inscribed on the stone above each one.

      A ragged prayer flag fluttered from the top. Climbing up to replace the flag was a task given to new acolytes early on. Many quit rather than attempt it. Some tried and fell to their deaths. Their skeletons were lost forever in the icy crevices of the mountains.

      The abbot was sitting cross-legged, his long, white beard nearly touching the floor. He was ancient, as withered as an apple stored through a long winter, but his eyes were sharp and piercing.

      “Welcome, Janus,” he said, indicating the floor in front of him.

      Hagen bowed, sat and adopted the same posture as the abbot. Four years he had been here and not once had his real name been uttered. Janus was what the monks knew him as, and it was all they would ever know him as, since he planned on fleeing this place as soon as he had mastered Oblivion.

      “Four years you have been here, Janus,” the abbot said. “During that time your effort and dedication have been nothing but exemplary. Rarely have I seen an acolyte progress as rapidly as you have. Few have been ready for the final test so quickly.”

      Hagen lowered his face to the floor for a long moment, then sat up. “Your words do me great honor, Exalted One. I seek only to humbly fulfill my duties as best as I can.”

      The abbot smiled, the creases in his face deepening, lips pulling back to reveal toothless gums. “I am certain that you will bring great honor to the monastery. You will be a light for future generations.”

      Hagen bowed again. Nothing showed on his face. There was no sign of the true man who lurked beneath the calm exterior he showed the world. Hagen never showed anything he didn’t mean to show.

      But then, Hagen had a great deal of experience in subterfuge. After all, deception is one of the assassin’s greatest skills and one he had mastered long ago.

      Hagen had been an assassin since he was thirteen and took fifteen silver pieces from the owner of an inn to kill the man who had bedded his wife. There were many assassins in the Fifteen Lands, but none could match Hagen.

      He was a master of disguise, a natural chameleon who changed identities more easily than most people changed clothes. Hagen wasn’t his real name. His real name was buried so deeply that even he had trouble remembering it sometimes.

      Hagen could work his way into anyone’s confidence, talk his way past any guard. He was a master of stealth, able to sneak past any sentry.

      He was ruthless and deadly as well. Conscience did not bother him. He took his pay and did the job. Never did his knife falter from its task.

      He had killed scores of people for money. Young, old, women, men. He’d slaughtered entire families, wiped family lines from the earth.

      Once he mastered Oblivion, he would be the greatest assassin the world had ever known. With it, he would be able to penetrate the most secure fortress, enter the most heavily guarded vault. There would be nowhere he could not go, no one he could not kill. His infamy would be unmatched.

      “I will do everything in my power to uphold the name of the Shadow Monks, Exalted One,” he said.

      “Of that I have no doubt,” the old man said. “You are ready then? No second thoughts? You could step back, complete this later, and none would speak ill of you.”

      “I am ready. I am meant to do this.”

      Another smile. “Yes, you are. I know this with perfect certainty. No man was ever more ready to face the trials of Oblivion.”

      Hagen regarded him calmly, not allowing his irritation to show. He wanted to be done with this. He was eager to put this place with all its endless chants and prayers and babbling fools behind him forever and claim his rightful place in the world, and the sooner this senile old man quit talking, the sooner he could.

      But Hagen understood the importance of patience. Patience was a vital skill for an assassin, who must be prepared to wait days or even months to finish a job. Once he had lain motionless in a thicket of nettles for three days, ants and midges feasting on him the whole time, for the archduke of Karjaana to pass by so he could kill him. He could certainly wait a short while longer and allow this fool to carry out his part in this charade.

      Perhaps he would kill the abbot before he left. The thought threatened to elicit a smile which had to be suppressed.

      “In Oblivion, there is no deception. All is laid bare,” the abbot continued. “All is revealed. You will learn truths about yourself that you have hidden.”

      Yeah, yeah, hidden truths. Get on with it already, Hagen wanted to say. He had no self-deception. He had stared into his own depths and seen what he was. He had no illusions.

      “Once you enter Oblivion, you will never be the same.”

      Hagen regarded him steadily. “I welcome the chance to further my own learning, no matter the price.”

      An enigmatic smile crossed the old man’s face. “It is time.”

      Without warning, he moved, far faster than Hagen would have thought possible, too fast for him to react.

      One moment the abbot was sitting cross-legged. Then he was leaning to the side, his weight on one arm.

      A sandaled foot shot out and struck Hagen in the chest. Hagen toppled over backward and fell into darkness.

      
        
        ╬             ╬             ╬

      

      

      Hagen opened his eyes. He was in an opulent room, expensive blackwood furniture, a four-poster bed inlaid with mother-of-pearl, silk curtains, thick rugs on the polished wooden floor. It was nighttime, the room dimly lit by a single lantern on the table.

      Hagen jumped to his feet, a barely-suppressed scream on his lips. His heart was pounding madly. He spun, eyes darting around the room, a rabbit seeking its burrow before the wolf arrives.

      A woman’s blood-curdling screams in the distance.

      “M-mother?” he whimpered in a high child’s voice.

      The screams tapered off into animal begging. “No, please! Spare me!”

      A sickening crunch and the begging stopped suddenly.

      He ran to the wardrobe, opened the door and crawled inside. He pulled the door shut as best he could and pushed through heavy coats, trousers, and long dresses to the back, where he huddled shivering. The coats smelled of his father, the dresses of his mother.

      He would never see them again.

      The awful knowledge of it threatened to bring forth a scream and he had to shove his fist in his mouth to throttle it down to a single moan.

      More screams, these from the room next door. They stopped, and he knew his sister was dead.

      A man yelling as he ran down the hallway toward the killing. That would be loyal Jervis, the butler. His voice cut off as abruptly as the rest.

      An awful silence descended. He huddled there, straining to hear over his heartbeat. Was it over? Had the killer gone?

      Then, a sound worse than all the rest.

      Footsteps. Drawing steadily closer.

      He curled tighter in on himself, as if he could crawl into his own skin and disappear.

      The door to the room opened. The footsteps moved around the room, stopped.

      Long moments that felt like an eternity passed. Utter silence.

      Finally, unable to take it any longer, he leaned forward and reached out with one small hand to push the wardrobe door open. He saw no one. On his knees, he crawled forward, pushed the door open further.

      “There you are. I knew there was one more whelp hiding somewhere. Good of you to save me the trouble of searching.”

      The killer was dressed all in black, a long knife dripping gore held by his side.

      Hagen looked up into the killer’s face and screamed at what he saw.

      The killer was him.

      But it was not the face he saw when he looked in the mirror. It was monstrous, bestial, with curving fangs, malevolent yellow eyes, horns protruding from his forehead.

      “Noooo!” he wailed as the killer reached for him.

      “Hold still,” the killer rasped.

      Hagen tried to crawl back into the depths of the wardrobe, but the killer caught him easily and dragged him out into the light.

      A hand grasped his hair, yanked his head back.

      The last thing he saw was the knife slashing downward and all went dark again.

      
        
        ╬             ╬             ╬

      

      

      Gasping, retching in fear and horror, Hagen rolled on the floor. It took him a few moments to realize that he wasn’t dead, that he was back in the temple. He rolled onto his back, trying desperately to slow his breathing, to control his terror.

      The abbot looked down on him, the same enigmatic smile on his lips, though now Hagen knew its meaning.

      “Not quite what you expected, was it?”

      Hagen forced himself to sit up. The abbot crouched beside him and pulled his head back—another flash of the killer’s face, his face—and raised one eyebrow.

      “It is possible that I am not as senile as you think, Janus. Or should I call you Hagen the Assassin?”

      “You…knew?” Hagen gasped.

      “From the first.”

      “Why?”

      “Why didn’t I say anything? I don’t know for sure. I thought often of killing you, but some voice inside said I should stay my hand.”

      “You’re going to let me go?”

      The abbot stood and gestured to the door. “Go.”

      Hagen made it to his feet and staggered to the door, turned back when the abbot spoke again.

      “Know this: whenever you enter Oblivion it will be the same. Before you can use the place, you will have to face the truth of who you are. Every time you will live as one of your victims in the moments before he died. It is the price.”

      The abbot smiled and shook a finger at him. “Remember? I told you no man was ever more ready to face the trials of Oblivion.”

      Hagen made his way unseeing across the footbridge, clinging like a drowning man to the support chains.

      Everything had changed forever.
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      Even shackled, filthy, and twenty pounds lighter than at his capture, the Sideerian Empire’s most nefarious villain possessed an extraordinary beauty. And while the prisoner’s godly good looks brightened the drab line of magic-Drawn holding cells, the stench of the corridor assaulted the senses and smothered any enjoyment found in the view.

      Between shit, piss, vomit, and festering flesh, the menagerie down here reeked. To escape the foul smell, Divinity Yelshivar Day swept myrrh-infused oil under his nose, ignoring the miserable men in the cells he passed. He always kept a vial of the scent on hand.

      His sandals snapped on the corridor’s iron floor as he headed for the infamous prisoner, the sound sustained by an echo. At present, Ulk sat chained on a bench, the back of his head visible through the barred walls of closer cells. Day massaged a second drop of oil into the pulse point of his wrist. As a purveyor of fine art, he appreciated beauty, and never had he known a man as beautiful as Ulk. Or as powerful. Or as dangerous. Or as strong-willed.

      The combination of qualities made Ulk the menagerie’s crown jewel—along with three hundred-and-some-odd counts of treason and a dossier of other crimes.

      Day returned the vial to the pocket of his white silk robe and drank in the air. Myrrh fumes masked the orgy of odors and eased his need to gag, but his mouth retained its downward slant. The message he received hours ago ruined his mood, and his spirits soured more with each passing minute.

      Without taking his gaze off the back of Ulk’s head, he dipped into his reservoir of magic and gathered two strands of power. A ripple of pleasure accompanied the Draw. Within a heartbeat, he crafted the magic into a sword of pure energy, the blade of humming lemon-yellow light blossoming in his hand.

      It didn’t matter that Ulk wore Drawn shackles and couldn’t access his Gift—he still killed two apprentices in the last eighteen months. To underestimate him served one poorly.

      Day paused to smooth his long plait and arrange his features into a lax mask, the message gnawing on his mind. He’d sooner spend the rest of his days in a LowCaste shithole than let Ulk read his mounting anxiety. No one could get inside his head like that traitor.

      Ulk once wore the same white robes as he, the vestments of a Divine Order Mage—the highest echelon of the Magi Consortium and the most exulted class in the Imperium. Now, Ulk wore nothing, save for irons.

      Satisfied with his appearance, Day resumed his trek, the Drawn sword in one hand, a ten-inch steel pin in the other. Usually, his visits with the prisoner put a spring in his step, but today, the sight of Ulk’s fall from glory failed to float his mood.

      Right now, not a mile away, three Olbra met with Overseer Bolgotha. Day cracked his neck, his Drawn sword varnishing the corridor in lemony light. The Olbra always commanded his presence at their important Divine Order meetings. That the demigods excluded him today didn’t bode well.

      As he closed in on Ulk’s cell, his eyes tightened, still fixed on the back of the prisoner’s dark head. If he’d earned the Olbra’s disfavor, the blame lay at the feet of that stubborn piece-of-rot.

      “You’re worried, Yelshivar,” Ulk sing-songed, his rich voice hemorrhaging contempt. “I can tell by the rhythm of your strides and the flavor of your sweat. And not just worried. Really worried.”

      Day’s shoulder’s hunched. He allowed himself a half second to glower before wiping the stress off his features. For now, he would put aside that business with the Olbra and enjoy every second of sparring with Ulk.

      It was one of his great pleasures in life.

      He had a decade and a half on Ulk, but Ulk managed to destroy more in his twenty-eight years than most people could in a hundred. Like all male Ravokai, he bore seasonal antlers, but his beams jutted only a few inches past his overgrown hair. The rest of his rack fell victim to a hacksaw months ago.

      Day’s mouth turned up. If not for the Olbra’s explicit prohibition, he’d take the rest of Ulk apart a piece at a time. That’s the least that should befall the traitor after he tried to overthrow the Magi Consortium.

      Ulk’s failed coup birthed a costly four-year war, destroyed untold infrastructure, and plagued every Consortium loyalist with headaches and sleepless nights since. Never in Sideer’s history had any one person threatened the Imperium more than Ulk, and a year-and-a-half after his capture, his Makers-forsaken Dark Legion continued to target Imperium installations.

      A black-bearded man stood silent outside Ulk’s cell. The garish red ribbon pinned to his chest contrasted his gray Imperium officer uniform. There, above his head, two pendant lamps drizzled steady Drawn light in the corridor, glancing off the sword he held. The glow seeped into the cell, washing Ulk and revealing the constellation of tiny round wounds on his body.

      Day stopped beside the silent sentry. Already, his heart banged faster, and anticipation dried his mouth. He had a talent for breaking people, for extinguishing their spirit and harvesting their secrets. His position within the Divine Order ladened him with an abundance of responsibilities, but none did he adore as ardently as shattering the mighty’s will.

      But Ulk didn’t break. The fiend spent five hundred and twenty-eight days in the menagerie, and still, he didn’t crumble, holding fast to the critical information he refused to disclose. Day dampened his lips, taking in the prisoner’s profile. He loved that about Ulk—the challenge. The novelty of defiance.

      It made him feel alive.

      While weeping drifted from a distant cell, Day feasted his gaze on Sideer’s most-hated man. Since Bolgotha planned to visit Ulk later today, the menagerie’s two apprentices had readied the prisoner for his journey upstairs. Now, his skin bore the shine of a recent scrubbing, and his sculpted jaw and impertinent mouth no longer hid behind a year’s worth of whiskers. Bolgotha wouldn’t suffer filth in his presence.

      As a precautionary measure, a steel vest pinned Ulk’s arms at his sides, the back set with a Drawn device the size of a melon. Should he defy all odds and access his Gift, the Draw would activate the device and drain his magic.

      “Good afternoon, Ulk.” Day used his long pin to stir the sentry’s red ribbon, the steel glinting in the lamplight. “Gregon looks great in that Imperium uniform, doesn’t he? A vast improvement from the drab black he wore with your Dark Legion.” When Ulk forewent a reply, Day said to Gregon, “You like the new uniform, right?”

      Gregon stayed silent and stoic, staring ahead.

      Ulk twisted toward the corridor, the corners of his mouth curling with unmitigated condescension. Day sucked in a sharp breath at the sudden movement, joint excitement and trepidation moiling in his veins.

      After a week in the menagerie, most prisoners cowered in his presence. After a few months, they all panicked, wept, or pissed themselves. Save for Ulk.

      “Really, now.” Ulk’s sophisticated northern accent testified to his former life of privilege, and the indolent air with which he spoke belied the realities of his imprisonment. “If you’re going to dye your hair, stick with darker colors or lose the tan.” His upper lip wrinkled. “That shade of blond brings out the yellow in your skin. You look like you’re jaundiced. It’s not attractive. At all.”

      A pert bend tugged at Day’s mouth, and the first tingles of thrill danced up his spine—just a taste of the rush he’d get spending an hour with Ulk. It was a rotting shame they didn’t have long to play today.

      Day jittered the pin at Ulk’s torso, his skin the hue of new bronze. “Malnourishment isn’t attractive either.” Ulk had always been vain, so wasting away surely bothered him.

      At the jab, Ulk laughed, the throaty peals carrying through the corridor. “I hate to break it to you, Yelshivar, but my festering, worm-riddled corpse is better looking than you on your best day.” Though he kept his face free of hate, it burned in his gaze, his pale-green eyes reddened from poppy oil. Such narcotics prevented the Gifted from accessing their magic.

      While the tingles danced faster, Day made a display of studying the fresh pin holes peppering the prisoner’s naked skin; the Drawn length of steel inflicted incredible pain without leaving permanent damage. “I see you and Pyon had a good time this morning.”

      “Well, I did.” Ulk shook his head with mock sorrow. “But Pyon, not so much. See, no matter how many times he pinned me, that tiny, limp string he takes a piss with didn’t grow any bigger. Poor chap. He’s a touch self-conscious about it. I asked him if his whores discounted his shrikes. You know, the way eateries discount children’s portions? He didn’t take the question well.”

      Day snorted. Pyon did have a tiny pillar, and a dreadful temper, but he outperformed his fellow apprentices—the young man, while brash, had a cast-iron stomach.

      Ulk jiggled his hands, rattling the chain bound to his wrists. “So… Taking a trip upstairs, are we?”

      “We are.” Day pointed his Drawn sword at the far end of the corridor. “And I have all kinds of exciting activities planned for your stay.” Had he the time, he would list those activities, so Ulk could marinate in the knowledge of his trials to come.

      “The Olbra must be in town,” Ulk said with exaggerated drama. “And you shaved me, so Bolgotha’s here, too.” He snapped his tongue in a four-click chain. “Yet, here you are. Tell me, why weren’t you invited, hmm? Do you think they’re unsatisfied with your lackluster performance? I mean, you’ve had me for what? A year and a half? And you still haven’t uncovered the whereabouts of my Draws.” He dropped to a throaty half whisper. “Neither the Olbra nor Bolgotha will tolerate failure for long. I’d be careful were I you.”

      Day’s smile started to flatten, but he caught himself and reinforced the bend. Ulk’s intelligence rivaled the obscene power of his Gift, so it came as no surprise he pieced out today’s intrigues. Day sniffed. He wouldn’t lose the match by rising to the bait.

      “Pyon and Jerome should be here soon to see you upstairs. But while we’re waiting…” Day fished in his robe for a slip of paper. “I clipped this column from the most recent Imperium News Bulletin. And it mentions you, so I thought you’d like to hear it.” He read aloud, “A monument has been erected in Ahzevur, commemorating the death of The Liar—may he rot in Ruin for eternity—and memorializing the seven thousand, four hundred, and sixty-two innocent souls he mercilessly slaughtered when he incinerated the city.”

      Ulk pitched his voice to a conspiratorial stage whisper. “I fear Sideerians will be morbidly disappointed when they discover I’m not actually dead.” He traded his folded brow for a smug grin, showcasing his extra-long canines. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s nine monuments now dedicated to me. How many monuments do you have, hmm?”

      Day brandished the paper, the thrill of the match waxing. “The memorial,” he read on, “stands on the former site of Alderbranch Primary School, where a hundred and three LowCaste children lost their lives in The Liar’s fire.”

      “I’ve never cared for odd numbers.” Ulk flopped out his hands, his arms immobilized by the vest. “So, how about I burn your precious menagerie to ash, just like Ahzevur. Then Sideer can build my tenth monument right here. Of course, before I start the blaze, I’ll right the Makers’ balance and eat your liver while you still breathe. On this, you have my word.” He bounced his eyebrows. “What do you say, chap? Doesn’t it sound dandy?”

      With his pulse quickening, Day inched toward the cell, but a clang from the end of the corridor made him turn. Two sets of footsteps resounded. Pyon and Jerome. Rot it all.

      Day frowned. “Unfortunately, we’ll have to cut today’s visit short. But your two favorite apprentices will stand in for me during my absence.” He leaned forward, delighting in the near-tangible animosity venting from the prisoner. “I’m sure you’ll have a good time.”
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      The menagerie’s two levels ran beneath the western wing of a sprawling estate, accessible only by Day and his two Consortium apprentices. The rest of the estate’s staff had no clue what lay down there, including Lieutenant Wenden, who was waiting outside the door when Day exited.

      “Divinity.” A model Imperium officer, Wenden bowed from the waist, his flaming red hair slicked back with wax.

      “I told you,” Day said, tossing his pin on a nearby shelf, “you don’t need to do that when we’re alone. A head bow will suffice.” His mouth pulled up on one side as the young man straightened.

      The Consortium assigned Wenden here three months ago, and though his HighCaste birth left him with a pampered upbringing, he had already proved himself an exceptional asset by uncovering a Dark Legion conspirator among the Imperium Army’s brass. Most recently, he’d dug up particularly interesting dirt on another Order Mage.

      “Have my guests arrived?” Day headed for the staircase on the other end of the western basement, retrieving a square of chamois cloth from his robe.

      “Yes, Divinity.” Wenden kept pace beside him, the jangle of his armaments accompanying the smack of their soles.

      “Did they come together?” Day polished the thin gold hoop adorning his left earlobe. In Sideer, only Magi wore ear hoops.

      “They came by carriage ten minutes ago.” Wenden fell in behind him as they mounted the stairs. “Except Divinity Engela. She rode a lizard.”

      Day took the steps two at a time. “If it can be done without calling notice, I want the carriage searched.” One could never have too much information on fellow Magi.

      “I’ve already seen to it,” Wenden said as they reached the ground-level landing. He hurried ahead and opened the stairwell’s solid steel door, the hinges whining under the weight.

      “Excellent.” Day swept past him, stepping into a white marble corridor, a multitude of windows washing the space in sunshine. “Report back to me once our visitors leave.” Without waiting for a reply, he left Wenden behind and made for his conference room.

      Consortium intrigues never ended, and he made it a point to stay ahead of his peers. Many in his position wouldn’t bother. The Olbra favored him, and he enjoyed regular access to the demigods, including their indulgences from time to time. With such power at his disposal, it would be easy to fall complacent. And complacency had a way of landing Magi in irons or Ruin—the victims of more ambitious, more attentive, peers.

      The City of Hadarah spread beyond the windows in a sea of tall taupe buildings and pink tile roofs. Day only spared the view a glance. The estate he currently called home stood at the edge of the city limits, looking down a grand hill, the expansive grounds a buffer between neighboring estates. He preferred living in the urban heart, amid the thrum of the city’s pulse. But with the menagerie to consider, this location provided necessary privacy.

      LowCaste servants, brushing upholstery and dusting art, paused their tasks and bowed as he passed, some murmuring, “Makers bless you, Divinity.”

      He acknowledged them all by name. If not for the guests waiting on his arrival, he would’ve stopped to chat—especially with Vivida, the new maid with a cloud of black curls. She had a rotting nice ass. Just like a peach.

      Most Magi made the mistake of ignoring those beneath them, but he always cultivated connections with staff. Servants could glean more sensitive information from the powerful people they waited on than the Imperium’s best spies—and their loyalty came cheap. A smile, a nod, recalling their names—that’s all it took to earn their adoration.

      To save time, Day used the stairwell reserved for his staff. There, marble and gilding gave way to oak and brass. Notes of lavender laundry soap seasoned the air. Again, he dipped his head to bowing servants as he hurried, hefting the hem of his floor-skimming robe.

      For generations, Sideer worshipped the twenty-one immortal Olbra as the Makers’ earthly regents—a sort of proxy between the creators and mankind. As the Divine Order carried out the Olbra’s designs, Sideerians regarded Order Magi with almost as much reverence as those they prayed to. Really, he couldn’t recall the last time someone openly defied him, save for his Divine Order brothers and sisters.

      Ulk and his Dark Legion rot didn’t count.

      Day’s mouth twisted down. If the Olbra took issue over his lack of progress with Ulk, Ulk would pay restitution.

      When he reached the compound’s eastern wing, he found five Imperium soldiers standing guard. Those men didn’t work on his security team, so they must belong to his pain-in-the-ass guests.

      As he approached, the soldiers bowed before pulling open the wide double doors they guarded. He tipped his chin as he passed and made for the half-dozen Magi stationed in the hallway ahead. His conference room stood just beyond the line they held.

      Four of the six sported the Consortium’s standard black robes, but two wore red, the vivid hue declaring them confirmed masters of their Gifts. Those could only be Bolgotha’s personal security detail. None of the other visitors would so brazenly bring their bodyguards into another Mage’s home.

      Day dipped his chin to the two Scarlet Magi while a pair of black-robes opened the study door. With his lingering worries masked behind a crafted veneer of disinterest, he strode inside.

      Large windows flooded the conference room with natural light, bringing out the warm tones of the walls’ dark wood. A handsome table stood in the center, stocked with refreshments. The set of scales engraved on the surface represented the Makers’ balance. He personally didn’t believe in the Makers, and he believed in their so-called balance even less. But he liked the aesthetics of the design.

      Unfortunately, the taut faces of the four Order Magi at the table cast a damper on the nice art. Two men and two women occupied seats, their untouched stems of wine speaking of potential trouble.

      “Day.” Bolgotha stood as the door thudded shut. A stately, fair-complected man, he carried himself with joint grace and command, his long hair worn back in a stylish plait.

      “Bolgotha.” Day bowed his head before acknowledging the seated trio with a bob of his chin. As Divine Order Overseer, Bolgotha all but ruled Sideer. Only the Olbra held more power.

      “I’ve had other obligations arise,” Bolgotha said as Day found an empty seat between Divinities Garash and Lio. “So we must deal with this matter in haste.”

      “Of course.” Day folded his hands in his lap. Judging by the subtle anxiety wafting from the three other Magi, Bolgotha hadn’t yet disclosed the reason for today’s meeting. Day leaked his spent air in a silent stream, the revelation calming his nerves. As the Consortium saying went: The last to know is the next to go.

      “Overseer.” Divinity Engela, the Order’s best field tactician, leaned her elbows on the table, her golden hair worn loose and copper cheeks rouged. “Are we here in regards to Z—”

      “Don’t,” Bolgotha cut in, his soft voice gaining bass. “Last week, when I assigned you to this committee, I expressly forbade the use of that word. That should’ve granted you enough time to get used to the idea.” He extended an arm. “Including those in this room, only seventeen people are privy to this classified information. And one slip of the tongue could call down a rain of Ruin.”

      Engela blinked as Bolgotha fell silent, equal parts wariness and confusion scrawled on her face. “Forgive my mistake.”

      “I will forgive you.” Ice-cool, Bolgotha stared her down a moment before nodding to Garash, who sat at her left.

      “This is your official briefing.” Garash slid a folder to Engela, his Ravokai antlers shining in the afternoon light. “As you’ll see, we can’t afford mistakes.” Like Ulk, his long canines lent him a predatory look, but his sharp features brought to mind a rat.

      Before Engela could pop the folder’s seal, Garash splayed his golden hand over the hardened wax, saying, “This committee refers to him as Prisoner Zero.”

      Engela’s eyes expanded like the throat of a bullfrog. “Prisoner? Prisoner?” She whipped her neck to gape at Bolgotha. “He’s alive?”

      Bolgotha answered with the subtlest of nods.

      To rein in a smirk, Day pursed his lips. Engela’s eyes now protruded from her sockets, outrage mingling with shock—the same face people made when getting pinned. It didn’t flatter her.

      “Why is he alive?” she demanded.

      “It’s in the brief.” Bolgotha gathered his wine but didn’t drink. “I haven’t the time to go over it now.”

      Garash tapped the folder’s seal. “If word of this escapes, it could undermine everything we’ve accomplished.”

      Day made sure to keep his face blank, though inwardly, he rolled his eyes. He couldn’t stand Garash. The man micromanaged everyone and everything. And worse, Garash possessed an intolerable brand of moral superiority. He’d objected to the menagerie for years—until Ulk took up residence in a cell, that is. Now, Garash fully supported the menagerie’s work. He hated Ulk so much, he cast aside his scruples, embracing hypocrisy for a taste of revenge.

      Ulk had that effect on people.

      “Have the Olbra changed their minds about Zero?” The other woman, Divinity Lio, draped her arm over the back of her chair, her white Order robe contrasting her black skin. “Tell me we can finally put down that Makers-damned traitor. He’s been a thorn in our side—”

      “Enough.” Sufferance saturated Bolgotha’s flat command. “Let me speak.” When everyone stayed quiet, he linked his hands behind his back, saying, “The Legion continues to attack installations along our eastern border. The Olbra want them dealt with once and for all.”

      Lio sat forward, her eyes sparkling like a cat waiting to pounce. “Are the Olbra suggesting a full-scale invasion of the Dark Lands?”

      Incredulousness skewed Garash’s features. “I should certainly hope not.”

      Bolgotha served him an arid stare. “They are. Alagrantha, the Dark Lands’ capital city—the Olbra want it razed.”

      Garash’s nostrils flexed. “A campaign into the Dark Lands is a fool’s errand. While our armies spend weeks crossing the eastern wilderness to reach Alagrantha, the Legion vermin hiding in the borderlands will terrorize Sideer. Not only could we lose vital facilities, legionnaires will sow sedition far and wide.”

      “I concur.” Lio angled her chair toward Bolgotha. “Until we can uncover the Legion spies embedded in the Consortium and locate their bases near the border, we need to keep our troops in Sideer.”

      “Legion spies? In the rotting Consortium?” Aghast, Engela surveyed the table before glaring at Bolgotha. “This is outrageous. The whole Consortium should be made aware of that level of espionage. How long have you known—”

      “It’s in the brief,” Bolgotha said over her, projecting his voice.

      Engela sat back, her locked jaw twitching.

      After stealing a sidelong glance at Day, Garash straightened the hem of his sleeve. “Frankly,” he said, fiddling with the silk, “I’m more concerned about Zero’s secret Draws than hidden borderland bases. The Draw he divulged when we first captured him would’ve obliterated the Order Citadel. If his other Draws are as strategically well placed, they could do more damage than the whole Legion.”

      As a suffocating silence settled on the room, Bolgotha retook his seat and swirled his wine beneath his nose. He sniffed his drink. “What’s the status of the prisoner?”

      Rot. Day cleared his throat. The temptation to lie hit hard, but Bolgotha didn’t rise to overseer without a keen sense of discernment. The temporary benefits of such a lie didn’t outweigh the risks. “I have nothing new to report,” Day said. “Neither on Zero nor the location of his Draws.”

      “That’s unacceptable.” Lio endowed Day a withering frown. “When we first brought Zero to Hadarah City, you touted yourself unparalleled at extracting information. You’ve had eighteen months to work on him. And still, nothing.”

      Day didn’t reply right away, indulging himself in a two-second fantasy—one where Lio experienced his talents firsthand. Unlike Bolgotha and Garash, she never visited the menagerie.

      How he’d love to change that.

      “Perhaps you would like a turn with our prisoner.” Day stretched his mouth in a blithe smile—the kind meant to grind on nerves. “I’m happy to provide you with any tool you so desire… if you think you can do a better job.” She’d never take him up on the offer, but he almost wished she would. Lio wouldn’t last thirty seconds in the menagerie—she didn’t have the stomach for it.

      Lio’s throat swelled with a swallow. “That’s quite all right.”

      “If Prisoner Zero won’t talk,” Engela said, addressing the table, “chop his arms and legs off. And if he still won’t reveal his Draws, cut off his pillar.” Her wandering gaze settled on Day. “Unless you already have.”

      “I assure you.” Day held up a hand. “Dismemberment pales beside the methods I employ in Zero’s interrogations. It’s all recorded in my log if you’d like to take a look.” The last member of the committee who insisted on reviewing his logs had lost his breakfast right there on the conference table. The logbook still bore the stains, though a Draw had banished the lingering smell.

      “The Olbra have plans for Zero, so they want him whole.” Bolgotha recaptured the room’s attention, palming his glass of wine. “I met with them this morning, and with the recent Legion attack in Red Valley, the Olbra feel it’s past time to take action. Ascendance Seol, one of the Consortium’s best scientists, has made incredible breakthroughs in the art of mental re-conditioning. Though the Olbra haven’t reached a decision, they may soon transfer Prisoner Zero into his custody.”

      While Bolgotha drained his drink, Day’s mouth parched, his pulse climbing. Ascendance Seol couldn’t match Ulk’s will and brains. If the Olbra transferred Ulk elsewhere, Ulk would escape. Then he’d come back here. To the menagerie. And fulfill his promises.

      Day dampened his dry tongue with a sip of wine. He couldn’t let a transfer happen—he’d have to kill Ulk. But the thought of losing him, whether to Seol or death, birthed a tightness in his chest and filled his gut with acid.

      Ulk made him feel alive.

      “Have the Olbra lost their minds?” Garash’s scratchy voice leapt a half octave. “We can’t transfer him. The security necessary to see him to a new destination would entail countless Magi and soldiers. Word would escape that he still lives.”

      Day let off a scornful laugh. “Word escaping would be the least of our worries.” He pointed at Garash, forgoing an attempt at anything pleasant. “Zero would escape.” He wrenched his neck to face Bolgotha.  “He’s already escaped his cell three times, once making it past the subterranean level. The bastard’s killed two of my apprentices, and he shriked with the head of a third so badly, the man hanged himself from my prized dogwood tree. If Zero accesses his Gift, even for a moment—”

      “He won’t,” Bolgotha half bellowed, his skin now flushed with ire.

      Day went rigid. While he and Bolgotha often argued over Order business, he could count on one hand how many times he’d heard the overseer shout.

      “He won’t,” Bolgotha repeated at a regular volume. “The Olbra have designed a new device. A Drawn collar.” He tipped his chin toward Lio, who specialized in Drawn-engineering. “You’ll appreciate it. The complexity of the design is without compare.”

      Lio sat forward, a rapaciousness about her now. “What are its functions?”

      “Foremost, it will prohibit a Draw.” Bolgotha helped himself to a carafe of wine from the tray on the table and refilled his stem. “Like a containment device, it’s designed to activate in the presence of magic. But that’s where the similarities end. The collar will only respond to Zero’s Gift, so those guarding him will have full access to their power.”

      “And if he cuts it off?” Borderline flippant, Engela raised her brows at Bolgotha. “This is… Zero we are talking about.”

      Bolgotha narrowed his eyes. “The collar’s tamper-proof—”

      A rapid chain of knocks made everyone twist toward the door. Day lunged to his feet in the same instant, almost knocking over his chair. His staff would only interrupt his meeting for vital issues, so unless Bolgotha’s security team made the noise, disaster must’ve struck.

      Amid the murmured speculations of his guests, he gathered a rope of magic and headed for the door, but Bolgotha strode past him, saying, “Stay. I’ll deal with this.”

      Day leveled a glower at the back of Bolgotha’s head, the magenta light of the overseer’s Gift glowing beneath the skin of his hands. Hierarchy be damned. How dare Bolgotha talk to him like a dog in his own home.

      While Day ground his teeth till they squeaked, Bolgotha yanked open the door, revealing an unfamiliar Scarlet Mage.

      Bolgotha stiffened. Not a good sign.

      “Overseer.” The red-robed woman bowed, holding out a Drawn-message box. Few Gifted possessed the power and skill needed to Draw a message, and the Order assigned those with such abilities to crucial positions, so a Drawn message meant important news.

      As Bolgotha took the steel cube, the glow of his Gift faded. “Stand by,” he told the woman. “And have Bertrium ready my carriage.” Without waiting for a reply, he closed the door and Drew it locked.

      Day stole a peek at those at the table, all three watching Bolgotha with bated breath. Wordlessly, the overseer popped the lid of the box and shook out a small copper cylinder. A thick silence held the conference room as he freed the tiny roll of paper tucked inside the tube.

      “Shrike,” Bolgotha cursed once he read the message. He rounded abruptly, the wrath of Ruin in his eyes. “The Legion just struck Governor Ablem’s estate in Finedor.”

      A spurt of cold fear flooded Day’s veins. “How in Ruin did they find out about Ablem?” Nobody knew about that—save the Olbra and this committee.

      “It’s those rotting spies!” Garash growled.

      “What would the Legion want with Ablem?” Engela, like the others, now stood, her lovely face crimped with confusion. “He holds no power of consequence. Finedor’s made up of backwater LowCaste villages. It’s in the middle of nowhere. The people there shit outside, for the love of the Makers—the governor’s manor boasts the only indoor plumbing.”

      “This committee stored sensitive information there.” The thrust of Bolgotha’s jaw told of his fury. “It’s in the brief.”

      “What kind of sensitive information?” Engela’s eyes leapt from Bolgotha to Lio.

      “Files on all our operatives within the Dark Lands.” A thick pucker spanned the bridge of Lio’s nose. “Once we suspected Legion spies in the Consortium, we moved the intelligence to a subterranean vault in Ablem’s manor. None but this committee know it exists.”

      “We chose Finedor for its remote location,” Garash explained. “There’s nothing of importance there, so the Legion would never target it. Or so we thought.”

      “We must deal with this immediately.” Bolgotha stormed toward the table. “Day, you’ll accompany me. We’ll leave in one hour. Garash.” He pointed at the Ravokai. “Ready the Ninety-Ninth Cavalry. We may have to do damage control.”
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      “We have no idea how they got in.” Captain Maynon stood outside the vault, avoiding the swaths of congealed blood to either side of his soles. Built like a bull and sporting a two-day beard, he headed security at Governor Ablem’s estate. “We left everything just as we found it for you.”

      “Obviously,” Day said, dry as dust. He eyed the nearest corpse sprawled on the floor. The journey from Hadarah to Finedor had taken nearly three days. All the while, Captain Maynon left the three dead Magi to fester down here. By the time he and Bolgotha arrived at sunset this evening, the corpses had bloated, and putrid foam oozed from their noses and mouths.

      Even myrrh oil didn’t cover the stench.

      As Maynon continued his account, Bolgotha his silent audience, Day turned a slow circle, taking in the space. The expansive stone basement displayed no point of entry. He rubbed his chin. The Legion didn’t come through the floor or walls.

      Contemplative, he stepped over a dead Mage and tilted his head. The killers didn’t come through the ceiling either. With his eyes watering from the rancid perfume of death, he freed his air in a gale and stooped beside a dead woman.

      The legionnaires responsible for the empty vault infiltrated the manor somehow, killed the three Magi standing guard on this level, and made off with information that would compromise almost every spy and subversive assigned to the Dark Lands.

      He shook his head. No one upstairs had heard the murders—the dead were only discovered when the next shift of Magi had reported to the vault. Ablem, that worthless, weakling sop, had slept through everything.

      Day rolled the woman onto her back and frowned. None of the Magi assigned to Finedor wore robes or ear hoops—nothing that identified them as Consortium Magi. He and Bolgotha did the same, dressing in nondescript civilian clothes.

      He pushed the dead’s hair off her face, revealing plain features and crooked teeth. Ascendance Sirah Northland. A black-robe—and a talented poet. He kept a collection of her works in his study. Beautiful stuff. Sirah had requested a quiet assignment near nature to better focus on her art. Garash had sent her here.

      Now look at her. Such a waste.

      Day sighed.

      A Drawn blade through the chest had ended Sirah’s life, so the legionnaires who came here surely wielded Gifts. A team of three or four, at most. Any more would’ve jeopardized their mission, as stealth, not might, bought them success.

      The tactic fit with the Dark Legion’s recent methods. At least, the methods they’d employed for the last eighteen months. Since Ulk’s capture, they’d operated as more of a terrorist organization than a military. Small, mobile cells of legionnaires plagued Sideer with clandestine heists, industrial sabotage, and high-value assassinations. From torching barracks to capturing Consortium supply convoys, they menaced in every imaginable way.

      Ulk’s Legion was a boil on the Imperium’s ass.

      “What’s your analysis?” Bolgotha asked from behind as Captain Maynon exited the basement door.

      Day straightened and wiped his hands on his pants. “I think they came in through the manor and walked downstairs. But how they got in isn’t important.” He faced Bolgotha and pitched his voice low. “If one of Ablem’s people didn’t collude with the Legion and reveal the location of the vault, then we have a critical problem.”

      “Yes, I know.” Bolgotha held a scented handkerchief over his nose, his eyes leaking at their corners. “Fable’s people are interviewing Ablem’s household right now, from his family members to the laundry maids. If Fable determines the Legion didn’t get their intelligence from Finedor, we’ll investigate everyone on the committee, and everyone who has access to them.”

      “Wonderful,” Day said, flat. “Let’s hope those we assign to the investigation aren’t our Legion spies. If they uncover Project Zero…” He didn’t need to say the rest.

      Bolgotha’s face drooped with foul humor. “We’ll perform the investigation ourselves, you and I.” He held up a finger. “Let’s hope the information leak came from Finedor. If it came from someone on the committee, either directly or indirectly, the Legion will eventually learn Zero survived. Then they’ll target Hadarah.” He added softly, “Be careful, Yelshivar. Don’t let your guard down.”

      Magenta sunbursts lit up under Bolgotha’s skin. Slowly, the bloated flesh of the dead shriveled, till crusted, flaking skin clung to the corpses’ bones. With a hushed chuffing sound, the trio of ill-fated Magi burst into clouds of colorless dust.

      The remains hung on the air before drifting to the floor.

      Though the awful rank of old death diminished with Bolgotha’s Draw, Day’s stomach knotted and soured. If the Legion came to Hadarah, they’d come quietly and with an air-tight strategy—just as they did here.

      He could lose Ulk.

      Day wiped his slick forehead with the back of his hand. For a moment, he feared bile would rise. He didn’t get sick, but the nausea persisted—a deep, gnawing burn in his gut. He’d have to move the menagerie if they didn’t find a culprit in Finedor.

      “Come.” Bolgotha dropped a hand on Day’s shoulder and steered him through the doorway, where a staircase delivered them to an unlit supply room. Unlike the rest of the Finedor Region, the governor’s home featured glass windows. A gorgeous night spread on the other side, the wealth of stars all the brighter for the lack of light.

      Day drank in the air and stared at the heavens. City nights never looked like that.

      The ethereal splendor helped ease his queasy stomach—beauty always had that effect on him. But while the nausea diminished, his worries did not. He needed to distract himself. Relax. Clear his head. Indulge in something beautiful and find relief.

      While he stargazed, an orb of magenta magic gathered on Bolgotha’s palm and floated overhead. The Drawn light spilled a stingy pink glow on the nearby pallets of goods and turned the windows into reflective surfaces, murdering the view.

      “Let’s go.” Bolgotha meticulously folded his handkerchief and headed for the double doors on the far side of the supply room. Day fell in beside him, the orb of light following overhead. “Well,” Bolgotha said, rolling a shoulder, “until Fable concludes the preliminary interviews there’s little for us to do here. After that dreadful ride, I plan to retire early. Will you take dinner with me?”

      “I’m afraid I have to decline.” Day cast him an apologetic smile. He and Bolgotha got on well enough, but spending the evening with the overseer hardly constituted a good time. “I think I’ll borrow a horse from Ablem’s stable and go for a ride.”

      Bolgotha returned a long look as they passed through the doorway and mounted a steep set of zigzagging stairs. “If you go whoring, be discrete. The less the local LowCastes know of what’s going on, the less they have to gossip about. We don’t need word of our presence getting back to the Legion.”

      Day grimaced, a duo of black-robe sentries falling into view on the landing ahead. “No. No, we don’t.” He freed the top buttons of his shirt with agitated motions. How the Legion would love to find him and Bolgotha in a remote region with only the governor’s guards and a twenty-person unit for security.

      His grimace digressed to an acidic scowl. He’d post guards outside his bedroom door tonight and assign Lieutenant Wenden to the manor’s roof. Wenden noticed everything—he’d spot any trouble on the manor grounds.

      Day and Bolgotha parted ways once the sentries ushered them into the manor’s main hall. After turning down the offer of an escort, Day let himself outside and made for the guardhouse, the dark world frosted by moonlight.

      Cold wind wicked away the sweaty lacquer of anxiety, cooling his skin and stinging his eyes. He swiveled his head as he walked, surveying the scenery. Ablem’s grounds didn’t impress him, not when compared with his own, but the army of evergreens ensconcing the estate stole his breath.

      Pine. And they smelled so fresh. So invigorating.

      His forehead dipped as he neared the stable. An awful lot of activity there. He squinted at the melee of horses and gray-uniformed men milling around the building. Ah, the Ninety-Ninth Cavalry had arrived.

      Good. With the extra security, he’d sleep peacefully tonight.

      “Divinity,” called a familiar voice.

      Day pivoted, searching the darkness for Wenden.

      There he was, leading two saddled horses through a waist-high gate. Day snorted under his breath. Wenden anticipated his needs all too well.

      “Divinity.” Wended bowed before closing the space between them, his vivid hair muted by darkness. “Are you wanting to ride?”

      “How did you know?” Day wasted no time mounting the stout gelding his lieutenant offered.

      “After three days in that carriage, I’d want to escape, too.” Wenden heaved himself astride a sable mare and reined his mount in line with the gelding. “The village of Two Stone is a short ride east.” He kept his voice down. “I’ve arranged a room and entertainment there if you’re wanting a diversion.”

      An easy smile reshaped Day’s mouth. Wenden had impeccable taste when it came to women. “What would I do without you, Wenden?”

      The young man grinned. “Probably the laundry maids.”

      Day threw back his head and laughed.
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      While a stunning brunette plucked a five-string from her spot on the floor, a pear-shaped blonde danced to the languid melody, the thin petticoat she wore clinging to her curves. Only a few candles lit the shabby room, the space rife with mismatched rugs and faded cushions. The dim light created a cozy ambiance, and the music soothed.

      Day perched naked on the edge of a narrow bed on the other side of the room, watching the dancer roll her thick hips and thighs. Despite the feast before his eyes, his pillar hung limp between his legs—an unfortunate casualty of stress.

      It happened too often these days.

      He just needed to relax. That’s all.

      Day leaned forward, giving the woman behind him better access to his neck. Her kneading hands worked wonders on his stiff muscles. Between the view, the music, and the massage, his tension eased little by little.

      High Hopes Tavern, the establishment he currently patronized, doubled as a brothel, serving both men and women clientele—something unheard of in HighCaste society. If a HighCaste woman wanted to shrike, she either had to deal with the drudgery of courtship, the gamble of marriage, or hope to find a casual lover who could keep their mouth shut. In his opinion, LowCaste ladies had the better end of the deal.

      Hypnotized by the jiggle of the dancer’s thighs, Day leaned back against the ample breasts of the masseuse, his hips nestled between her splayed knees. The press of her soft flesh against his spine should’ve excited him. He glanced down.

      Still nothing, rot it all.

      As Lieutenant Wenden arranged the room and three women prior to their arrival, Day didn’t have to wait in the boisterous tavern for his turn at sport. Though he offered to treat the young soldier to a shrike of his own, Wenden opted to stay downstairs—keeping an eye out for trouble and sniffing for signs of the Legion.

      The man needed a raise.

      Day let his head hang, his unbound hair hiding the hole in his earlobe. The masseuse wriggled against him and dug her thumbs into the base of his skull, her hands as strong as any Imperium officer. Most of his fellow Magi would never sully themselves with a LowCaste whore, but he found their lack of sophistication as attractive as their strong hands and sun-kissed skin. A sort of wild beauty—like a waterfall or an autumnal forest.

      Besides, both HighCastes and LowCastes shared the same heritage—though they didn’t know that. The only difference between the three whores who entertained him and Sideer’s elite HighCaste ladies rested with the box they checked on the annual census. Unfair, yes. But the Imperium relied on the separation of the castes to function unhindered.

      So long as citizens saw themselves as us-and-them, they’d stay too divided to cause problems. Too distracted to question their carefully engineered world.

      Day inhaled, filling his nose with the triune of feminine perfumes. His mouth parted as the blonde shed her petticoat and continued dancing, the undulating glow of candlelight glancing off the peaks of her small breasts. Absolutely beautiful. A work of art.

      As her soft flesh rippled with the sensual movements, a tantalizing ache burgeoned in his loins. Finally, his pillar steeled.

      Took long enough.

      The blonde must’ve noticed, for she dealt him a sultry smile and inched closer, till only a yard spread between them.

      “Close your eyes,” whispered the masseuse, her mouth brushing the edge of his ear. As he let his lashes fall, she reached around and took his length in her grip.

      “Ruin…” Day pulled a shuddering breath. Makers’ mother, the woman had magic hands.

      He let his head roll back. The masseuse kissed his neck, her lips two dew-damp petals. In the same instant, an almost imperceivable hum joined with the strum of the five-string, and the bed shifted with subtle movements.

      Mortal fear ripped the air from his lungs. He knew that sound as well as he knew the beat of his own heart. As he threw himself aside, he opened his eyes in time to watch the blonde thrust a Drawn-blade of violet magic through the empty space where his chest had just been. But his lashes hadn’t snapped up all the way when the burn of razor-sharp steel bit his back.

      Shrike!

      These weren’t rotting whores—they were Dark Legion scum.

      Day roared as the knife sank into his flesh, trading all fear for unadulterated rage. As the sound poured from his throat, he Drew. A rod of lemon light erupted in his hand while a sphere of raw magic burst from the other, sailing toward the blonde Legion Mage.

      “Rot in Ruin!” she snarled, swerving away from the sphere.

      In the room’s corner, the brunette now stood, yanking a crossbow from beneath a cushion. As the sphere of yellow magic exploded against the wall, Day Drew again, fast and hard, blindly swinging his yellow rod.

      His weapon struck the woman with the magic hands—the one who’d stabbed him. Her scream made his ears ring. Amid the noise, he lurched to his feet and wrapped his power around the brunette’s crossbow. Her face contorted with ferocity while she fought the pull of his Draw.

      He almost pitied her.

      The brunette gasped as her weapon flew out of her hand, but the sound drowned under the resounding crack of the bow hitting her skull. Teeth scattered across the strewn rugs as she crumpled.

      With two of the vermin out of the way, Day gave the blonde the sum of his attention.

      She lunged for him, teeth bared, her violet sword gaining length. The vivid hue of her magic spoke to a powerful Gift, but nowhere near as mighty as his own. Her skill couldn’t compete with his.

      He hadn’t made it to the top of the Consortium food chain for want of talent.

      The blonde swung. Day ducked beneath her blade and spun, Drawing a second rod in his empty hand. His opponent couldn’t pull off multiple Draws at once, so she had no means to defend against his new weapon.

      He ran her through.

      Her blade vanished.

      As the life left her eyes, he straightened, and with a violent wrench of his Drawn-rod, he halved the corpse. The remains smacked the floor and splattered gore, some of the blood hitting his skin like sprinkling rain. His nose bunched. What an idiot. That woman never stood a chance of prevailing against him.

      Panting, he backed away from the corpse’s spreading pond of death, but as he used a shoulder to wipe blood from his cheek, another burst of searing pain erupted in his back.

      “Shrike!” Day bellowed, whirling the other way. He swung as he turned, and the force of the motion dislodged his attacker—the masseuse with the magic hands. She coiled with the grace of one accustomed to fighting, her gaze afire with murder, a bloody dagger readied in her fist. Guess he hadn’t killed her.

      Well, there was no time like the present.

      With unbroken momentum, he lopped off her head, the hum of his weapons waxing as he fed them more power. Before her lovely body hit the floor, the door burst open. Lieutenant Wenden, his features savage, fired his army-issued crossbow right at Day’s heart. Behind him, the hallway teemed with armed men and women.

      Day locked his jaw. No. Not Wenden.

      Caught in a riptide of hurt and rage, Day Drew a thick rope of magic from his reservoir and focused on the flying bolt. Lemon-yellow power consumed the shaft when only a yard stretched between its steel tip and his naked chest. At the same time, the floor liquified beneath Wenden’s feet, and he sank to his shoulders in magic-manipulated wood. His legs now hung through the downstairs ceiling.

      Like a river, the floor pulled the traitor across the room, the current under the command of Day’s will. Amid a cacophony of shouts, a horde of Legion rot poured through the doorway.

      With Wenden out of harm’s way, Day reshaped his Drawn-rods into raw energy and stretched his arms toward the throng. Power surged from his palms in dual streams of blistering yellow light. Some of those charging toward him tried to flee the certain doom, but most stayed their course.

      Fools, all of them.

      Day held his breath as his magic struck with a flash and a bang, incinerating the three closest hostiles and flinging those behind the trio back into the hallway. Wails and bellows punctuated the crash and snap of landing bodies.

      Having bought a moment of breathing room, he tapped his Gift again and Drew a pair of carpets. The woven wool writhed, enlivened by his magic. Like two flat slugs, they slithered toward Wenden, who struggled against his floorboard prison.

      Day glared at his captive. “You’ll pay for your betrayal,” he said through his teeth. “I liked you. How shriking dare you make me like you then do…do this!”

      Wenden abandoned his efforts, his eyes first sliding to the incoming rugs, then rising with unwarranted serenity. “The Makers’ balance is coming.” Neither fear nor anger tainted his steady voice. “Nothing can stop it. Not you. Not your armies. Not even the Olbra. Your wrongs will be weighed, and the balance will be righted.”

      Day lifted his chin. “I don’t believe in the Makers.”

      The carpets wrapped Wenden like a spider wraps her prey in silk. In the time it took to exhale, his face disappeared behind the wool. He didn’t move after that.

      Day swallowed, his normal thrill from battle nowhere to be found. Livid, he gathered more magic and turned his attention to the survivors in the hall. It was time to call in the Ninety-Ninth Cavalry. Cleaning this mess would take all night.
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      Shrouded in a nimbus of myrrh oil, Day strode the menagerie’s corridor, a pin in one hand, a Drawn-sword in the other. His mouth held a satisfied bend. The wounds in his back had healed, and for the first time in two weeks, worries didn’t weigh him down.

      When he’d arrived home from Finedor yesterday, Jerome had already searched Wenden’s quarters and gathered anything questionable, including a journal found sewn into the traitor’s mattress.

      Lieutenant Wenden’s journal contained a plethora of sensitive information on classified Consortium business. Some intel he’d gained by eavesdropping, while other material he’d snooped or stolen. But nowhere in the journal’s pages did Wenden mention Ulk.

      The Legion spy never learned his leader still lived, so the menagerie could stay here in Hadarah.

      As Day passed cell after cell, he dragged the tip of the pin along the line of iron bars, the ping-ping-ping announcing his return. Muffled weeping rose in answer to the noise, and the nearest prisoners hyperventilated.

      He paid them no mind.

      His spirits sailed high as he neared Ulk’s cell, where Gregon stood guard in silence. Day quickened his pace. He’d fantasized about this visit the whole journey home.

      Mindful of the pin, he retrieved a folded sheet of paper from the pocket of his robe. He grinned as he stopped before Ulk’s cell, but his lips immediately flattened, and he blasted a breath through his nose.

      Who’d dared to do this?

      His head hanging, Ulk stood chained to the rear wall, beaten black and blue, and the host of fresh pinholes covering his body proved too many to number.

      Day released a rasping sound of fury. He’d never approved this…this barbarism. Such a beating could puncture lungs and rupture internal organs.

      Ulk raised his head and cracked an eye, his other too swollen to open. “Yelshivar.” He dished out an insufferable smile, setting off a trickle of blood from the split in his lip. “You came back. Fabulous. I heard Bolgotha spirited you away, and I feared he fed you to the crocodiles for being such a failure.”

      Day scoured the bruises and puncture wounds for signs of serious injuries. When he came up short, a touch of his good mood returned. As he hadn’t seen Pyon since he arrived back in Hadarah, he knew exactly who did this. The rotting barbarian was hiding—he knew there’d be Ruin to pay for damaging Ulk.

      Day tapped the sheet of paper against his thigh. He’d deal with Pyon later. “You look terrible. Did you fall down a stairwell?”

      Ulk’s smile changed, morphing into a rapturous curve. “Nothing of the sort. I put an antler through Pyon’s cheek. You should see the hole. It’s fantastic. Some of my best work.”

      Day’s brows leapt an inch. As only the beams of Ulk’s antlers remained, he must’ve left one rotting big hole.

      That explained the beating.

      “I’m glad you had fun in my absence.” Day pinged his pin against the bars of the cell. “I, too, had a good time. I ran into a few of your old friends in the Finedor Region. A Mage by the name of Raina Forworth, and Lieutenant Kayn Wenden.” Day chuckled softly as Ulk’s battered face went blank—he knew those names and now hid his recognition behind an expressionless mask.

      “Yeah, no,” Ulk said with abundant boredom. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “There were others.” Day wagged his head while a prisoner at the end of the corridor shouted at the Makers. “Unfortunately, the Legionnaire I questioned died before he could provide me the other names. But worry not.” He brandished the paper. “Their legacy lives on.”

      Ulk’s nostrils feathered. He knew what to expect.

      The paper crackled as Day shook out the folds, the rapid pumps of his heart geysering glee. He loved this part. “From tomorrow’s Imperium Bulletin,” he explained.

      Once more, Ulk’s mouth curled with that infuriating smile. “Is it your obituary?”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but no.” Day returned an equally abrasive smirk before reading aloud. “The Dark Legion struck Finedor on the twenty-first, massacring the residents of three rural villages. Only seven Sideerians survived. According to Captain Emon Kulatt, a thirty-year veteran of the Imperium Army, the brutal depravity Finedorians suffered at the hands of the Dark Legion is, by far, the worst he’s ever seen.”

      When Day glanced up, tingles charged up his spine with such force he shivered. While no feelings read on Ulk’s marble features, inveterate hatred blazed in his gaze, the burn hot enough to incinerate the world.

      The tingles multiplied, and glee gushed harder.

      “The death toll stands at just under six hundred,” Day read on, relishing every second. “Including Radiant Governor Ablem and his household.” Day tucked the sheet back in his robe. “The rest are boring details about the impalings and beheadings—the usual Dark Legion fare.”

      Ulk’s sole functioning eye tightened. “Someday,” he said with a rasp, all the malice he tried to mask flavoring his voice, “Sideerians will uncover the lies, then they’ll know you and the rest of your rot for the murderers you are.”

      “I think not.” Day leaned against the bars, the rush from Ulk’s rage edging near a high. “We always leave survivors when the Ninety-Ninth rides as the Legion. And Imperium Heralds are spreading word of the slaughter as we speak.” He waved the pin. “You know Sideerians. They believe anything the heralds spew.”

      Ulk’s fists curled, his face straining with a venomous glower. “All the magic in the Consortium can’t hide the truth forever. Nor will your Gifts save you from the wrath of the people.”

      “Oh, Ulk… You should know better by now.” Day laughed, the flagrant reaction making him giddy. He lived for this—for besting Ulk. “The Consortium’s greatest power isn’t our magic. It’s our monopoly on information. From heralds, bulletins, and eyewitnesses, to academia, art, and official histories—the Divine Order controls it all. We tell Sideer what to believe. And they believe it.”

      Ulk’s face contorted, his every vein and tendon flashing. He was trying to Draw, but the narcotics in his system cut him off from his Gift.

      Despite the drugs and the cell’s containment device, Day stayed vigilant—though he savored the failed attempt. Rarely did Ulk make such a display.

      It was beautiful.

      All at once, Ulk’s face smoothed, the inferno in his gaze reducing to a smolder. “I’ll escape, Yelshivar,” he said with an inexplicable calm. “You know I will. And when I do, all that you lay awake at night fearing will come to fruition. Sideer will learn the truth… And you will die.”

      The certainty with which he spoke drained Day’s elation. The tingles vanished. The rush stopped. Glee dried on the spot. “Don’t you get it?” he snapped, his mouth slanting down. “It’s over. You could shout the truth from the rooftops, and not a single Sideerian would believe a word. We made sure of that. You’re The Liar, remember? Sideerians hate you. They hate your Legion. In their eyes, you’re the evilest, vilest villain to ever live.”

      Ulk retained his eerie calm. “The Makers will right the balance.”

      Day leaned forward till his brow touched the cold, iron bars. “The Makers don’t exist, and neither does their balance. Need proof? The very people you fought for are the ones who danced in the streets when they heard you’d died. Now…” He softened his voice and unlocked the cell. “Be a good boy, Ulk. Say your name. The right one.”

      Ulk fixed his gaze dead ahead and said nothing.

      Day’s mouth pulled up. He readied the pin.
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      Drawn light hit the glass eye, revealing every detail in the iris, a dozen shades of green and blue represented. Day tilted the glass, searching for flaws. While he practiced taxidermy as only a hobby, he took his craft seriously. He’d never use subpar products in his projects.

      His workshop stood on the menagerie’s second level, so no one bothered him here. A stuffed badger stood watch at the end of his workstation, and other beasts lined the room, including a tall speed-lizard standing in a corner.

      All the creatures held awkward, unnatural poses, and their lumpy, misshapen forms possessed a nightmarish grotesqueness. Those were his earliest taxidermy projects. His craft had since improved, and while his work didn’t yet meet professional standards, his projects no longer looked so freakish.

      Day eased the eye into Wenden’s socket with care, his beautiful red hair spread on the table. Not a blemish marred his skin, but his lips turned out a little uneven. Still, he looked polished in his uniform.

      With expertise, Day tied a red ribbon in a complicated bow and sewed the vivid silk to Wenden’s chest.

      All artists signed their work.

      As he hunched over Wenden, the needle in hand, a series of muffled thuds leaked through the wall. He jerked up straight. What was that?

      The muted bangs continued.

      Day’s sprinting mind raced his heart. The noise came from the menagerie’s sole exit. An important message must’ve come.

      Maybe news on the Order’s Dark Lands operatives.

      The banging didn’t stop. Pyon and Jerome knew better than to make a racket like that, even with urgent matters. It could only be the new officer—the one who’d replaced Wenden.

      To err on the safe side, Day Drew a sword as he headed down the hall. The knocking persisted, the incessant banging nothing short of obnoxious. Each rap fouled his mood.

      “I’m coming!” he shouted.

      The knocking didn’t stop.

      Whoever that was—and he didn’t care who—just earned themselves a nice cell in the menagerie’s lowest level.

      “Hold on,” he bellowed when he reached the exit. Spouting a river of curses, he worked the locks with magic and Drew open the door. The grumbling died on his lips.

      An unfamiliar Scarlet Mage stood with his fist raised, his knuckles red from the knocking. At his back, an eight-person unit of red-robes held a line, blocking Pyron and Jerome from the menagerie door.

      “What’s this?” Day demanded.

      A Scarlet Mage with a beard of silver ringlets stepped forward from the line, a wide leather envelope tucked under his arm. “Divinity Day.” The bearded man bowed his head before offering the envelope. “I’m Ascendance Seol. Bolgotha sent me. Prisoner Zero is to be transferred into my custody immediately.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Back when dinosaurs roamed the earth, Miri C. Golden grew up in the mountains of Oregon, where cougars and deer outnumber people. Raised without TV and gaming systems, she escaped real life through fantasy novels.

      

      Not much has changed since then, save for the dinosaurs-—they died off.

      

      Currently, Miri resides in the Pacific Northwest with her oh-so sexy husband and their two little monsters. She continues to escape all of life's disappointments through reading and writing. In addition to banging words, Miri enjoys biking, cooking, reading, and exploring art in its many mediums, as well as stuffing her face, rolling her eyes, and liberally applying four-letter words and their conjugates to every situation.

      

      Oh, yes… And Epstein didn’t kill himself.

      

      MiriCGolden.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gravitas: A Tale of the Constella

          

        

        
          Christopher Russell

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      “It’s as boring to see a completely evil villain as it is to see a completely good guy.”

      – Brian Helgeland

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Gravitas: A Tale of the Constella

          Christopher Russell

        

      

    

    
      Day 1

      

      Scraw stirred in his too-hard chair, rocking back and forth while trying in vain to get comfortable. His cravat was too tight, the weave of his suit too fine, and his shiny black shoes were too cramped across the toes. Everything about his audience with the Court of Magisters was irritating—too irritating, to be precise, and precision was of paramount importance to him.

      "Are you listening, Scraw?" asked one of the Magisters, a balding gent whose flowing purple gown couldn't fully hide his plumpness. Horatio, that was his name. Scraw remembered it—he couldn't forget it if he wanted to. But if the vat of lard wasn't interested in using the title they themselves had bestowed on him, Scraw wasn't going to afford him that courtesy either.

      He resisted scratching his neck. The suit was aggravating his skin-rash, covering his collar in dried flakes, but Scraw didn't want to give the Magisters the satisfaction of seeing him squirm. "Fixer Scraw. I'm here because of that role, so you might as well address me by it."

      "What we've given, we can take away," Norvea said. The scarlet-haired matron, only woman on the Court, leaned against their curved table, staring Scraw down over lowered spectacles. "You of all people should understand the power we wield in Lestadt."

      Scraw smiled. He rose from his chair, sketched a deep, mocking bow toward the Court's raised dais, and began walking away. "Then I suggest you use that unmatchable power to sort out your little governance problem."

      Snapping his fingers set the servants flanking the chamber's immense iron doors in motion. Two threw their shoulders into the engraved murals adorning the portals, swinging the history of Lestadt outward. A third rushed along the last row of benches to the hat rack, desperate to return Scraw's tricorn before he reached the exit.

      No one wanted to cross the Fixer. Not even the Court of Magisters, the ruling body of his beloved country.

      "S-stop, my Lord Fixer," Horatio spluttered between blood-sausage lips. Fatty pork was clearly both a distant relative and his dish of choice. "There's no one else we can turn to. Ple . . . please stay." The bloated whale slumped further in his chair when he finished speaking. An impressive accomplishment, Scraw was forced to admit.

      The Fixer of Lestadt spun in place, his grin widening. "Full autonomy. All departments will report to me." Scraw strode back up the aisle, tucking his hands behind him, fully focused on the mission—his mission. As soon as he had the Court's mandate, they would be meaningless. A speck of dust on the city streets. A rotting carcass in a deserted alley. "The army, navy, and constabulary will be subordinate to me. I will assemble my own team of architects and designers, I will set the schedule, and you will deliver the labor force when and where I tell you. Nothing less will be accepted."

      A spindly Magister with more forehead wrinkles than eyebrow hairs wagged a finger at him. "Preposterous! You ask us to make you a dictator—a king! Lestadt hasn't suffered a sovereign since—"

      "Granted," Norvea interrupted, scowling at her fellow oligarch. "We know the Fixer doesn't want our throne, so there's no need to quibble about details or play at democracy. Our farce doesn't fool the revolutionaries, and it doesn't fool him." She turned to Scraw, her face stoic and cold. Control was her drug of choice, but like him, she would do anything to preserve the nation that enabled her rule. "How long do you need?"

      Scraw shrugged. "I think the more pertinent question is, 'How long do we have?'"

      "The College of Auguries gives us a month—no more."

      "And they've since been dealt with? If the revolutionaries get wind of their findings, my project is buggered."

      Several members of the Court chuckled at Scraw's query. They weren't saints. They were barely human after what they'd done—after what they'd ordered Scraw to do. He nodded knowingly. Assassins had paid the good professors a visit, and they would speak no more.

      Rubbing his palms together, Scraw beamed at them, itches and irritations fading before the sheer bliss of purpose. His gilt pocket watch bounced in his coat's inside pocket, a familiar, comfortable weight. The memory beneath the lid would see him through this latest challenge, just as it had seen him through all the challenges that came before.

      "One final thing," Scraw said, practically skipping up the low steps to the Court table. More etchings, these outlined with masterful brush strokes, filled it from end to end. Blood and fire, executions and burnings, marching soldiers and shouted speeches. It was ironic that the end of the Court's reign may yet mimic its start. "What Gravitas have you prepared for me? No ordinary artifact or edict will do for what you intend."

      Norvea held up an unraveled scroll, its waxy, yellowed parchment decorated by flowing lines of ink and official crimson seals. More pages were glued to the bottom: addendums or signatures added in the centuries since the original document was drafted. "Lestadt's Charter, inscribed with all the laws of the land, the names of the founders, and the members of the Court, right up to the present day. It is the Gravitas of the entire country—more mighty than any article that has ever been wielded."

      Ream by ream, Norvea rolled it up, then passed it to Scraw. "It's yours now, Scraw. Save Lestadt."

      His fingers trembled; his skin tingled, hairs rising on end. Scraw forgot his rash and, for an instant, forgot how to breathe. Timidly, he touched it. That little taste did nothing to sate his sudden hunger. Forgetting propriety, he snatched it with both hands.

      Ecstasy raced through his veins—the raw, unmitigated power of all Lestadt had been, was, and could be. A burning sensation filled him, a different feeling from the agony of his sores which ached no more. Scraw wanted to use it immediately. Witness what his magic could do when fueled by the history of a country itself!

      Time and place, Scraw thought, controlling himself. He took the scroll under one arm, bowed to the Court, and said three words he'd never imagined uttering. "It's not enough."

      "Absurd!"

      "Nothing in Lestadt possesses more Gravitas. That's all we have!"

      "Be glad we gave you that, Fixer!"

      Scraw suffered their invectives, endured them for the sake of something greater. Absently, the Fixer's free hand drifted to his breast pocket, where he palmed the outline of his pocket watch. Killing the Magisters with the very Charter they gave him would be rapturous . . . but accomplish nothing.

      After a moment, Scraw glanced at Norvea, who waved to silence her comrades. "Explain, Fixer," she said.

      "Do you want to preserve this country? Your country?"

      "Yes."

      Scraw nodded, all humor, joy, and delight gone. Buried under the pressure of what had to be done. "Then I suggest you vote in favor of these supplementary measures . . ."
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      Day 2

      

      Salty, seaborne air spun about Scraw, tousling the thin wisps of raven hair that were all his deteriorating skin condition had left him. Yet he couldn't wear a tricorn. It would simply blow away on the breeze, and a powdered wig would further aggravate his scalp, frustrating the frenzied scratching that inevitably occurred when Scraw surrendered to itch-induced yearnings.

      Perfect control was required to stand still while watching the surveyors. Unbuttoning his coat and yanking up his sleeve to attack the prickling would be pleasurable for a few seconds, but the loss of face would be disastrous. And once his team of Lestadt's best started casting pitying gazes at him, he'd have to resist another craving: the desire to slaughter them and start over fresh.

      So Scraw remained rooted like a scarecrow in a mallar field, joints locked, limbs tight at his side, determined to focus on anything but the blasted itching.

      "It would be easier to construct inland, my lord," the lead surveyor addressed him. "Forgive me asking, but why site it here?"

      "Do you enjoy your job?" Scraw asked the man, who looked up from the piles of maps, plots, and plans he'd tacked to a nearby table. Smart enough to think about the wind, daft enough to ask foolish questions, Scraw evaluated.

      A tearing sound came from the surveyor's station. "Y-yes, my lord. Very much so!"

      "Then I recommend you focus on how you'll make our current arrangements work rather than why we're doing things this way."

      Hundreds more hanger-ons—an odd assortment of military officers, masons, sculptors, architects, engineers, and the like—huddled in groups on the sandy bluff below Scraw. None of them knew why they were in the middle of Lestadt's harbor on an island scarcely large enough to support the square fort at their backs. Nor did they need to. The Court had issued a mandate granting Scraw extra-judicial powers of state. For all intents and purposes, he was now king of Lestadt—equivalent to the tyrant the Court had deposed some three hundred years prior.

      Scraw walked down the incline toward them, one hand playing with the tall beach grasses, the other touching his hidden pocket watch and the precious image held within. They were a mixed group, colors like the shades on a painter's palette. Many were dark-skinned like Scraw, but snow-white, grain-yellow, and various tones of brown filled out the mural.

      It was a good representation of the army-camp stew that Lestadt was. Beginning with the original War of Grievances, every monarchy on the island nation had been overthrown and absorbed into their new "democratic" experiment. The Easterners had joined willingly, casting off their former masters, as had those in the West. Only the Saeleen in the North had resisted—until the combined might of their neighbors brought them into the fold. Scraw had it on good authority that the current revolutionaries were led by a hotheaded Saeleen. Made sense, given that Saeleen were more stubborn than a mule's behind and half as smart.

      A mustachioed naval officer in a crisp blue uniform with bright yellow facings saluted Scraw at his approach: four tight fingers pressed to the opposite shoulder. Scraw made a dismissive gesture. Decorum could shaft itself.

      "Report, Commodore Prassil."

      Sapphire eyes gleaming, the officer swept a gloved hand across the outer harbor—a large, water-filled basin that ended in a narrow gap guarded by two additional forts. Each sat on a high cliff that curved down to the outskirts of Lestadt. "My ships are arrayed to protect the construction as you requested, Lord Fixer."

      Indeed they were. Two-dozen steam-frigates, newly launched from the city's shipyards, drifted back and forth in an arc before the bay's mouth. Their masts were furled and coal-smoke belched from central funnels, below-deck furnaces powering the twin paddle-wheels on either side of the hull. Housed in gleaming copper mounts, this cutting-edge propulsion system ensured that rent or damaged sails would never waylay the Lestadt navy again.

      Scraw smiled. Between the fort and ship cannons, they had enough firepower to repel almost any external foe. Unfortunately, Lestadt's chief problems were domestic—the revolutionaries. "Move half of them to the inner harbor, Prassil. The monument must be safe from threats inside and out."

      If the order confused him, Prassil didn't show it. After saluting again, he gestured over a similarly dressed aide and began dictating a telegram to his command. However, another annoyance soon reared its head: Marquis Kilmarn. As the cravat-choked, curly wig-bedecked, cane wielding man strode toward him, Scraw couldn't help but sigh.

      Most of the Lestadt aristocracy, except those who sided with the first Magisters, had quite literally lost their heads over the War of Grievances. Marquis Kilmarn was one of those exceptions, a weasel whose family heritage had been preserved by investing in construction after the war. He now held most of the resources, laborers, and connections Scraw needed to complete his project.

      "Hail, Fixer!" Kilmarn called. He was all of five feet away, so perhaps he was yelling to make a scene—to ensure everyone on the bloody island could hear him.

      "I didn't request your presence, Marquis," Scraw growled, his loathing thinly veiled.

      Kilmarn smirked. "So I've heard."

      He turned around, raising his cane. Smooth whale-bone coated its handle and gold filigree traced the weaving, twisting vines that ran down its length. A Kilmarn family heirloom, full of history, inundated with Gravitas. The Marquis used that power to amplify his voice so the gathered hundreds could listen.

      "Why are we here, Fixer? What are we building?"

      Scraw didn't bother using Gravitas himself. It was a waste of energy. "A monument to the glory of Lestadt. One that will stand for millennia and protect our great nation."

      "A monument? Ha!" Laughing, Kilmarn leveled his cane across the bay at the Court of Magisters, its dome rising above the dingy grey roofs and myriad smokestacks of the city proper. "Yes, it certainly will be a monument." He spat the word. "A monument to greed, to indolence, to the Court's determination to choke the common man and elevate themselves! Who here agrees?"

      A soft chorus of cheers and applause met his words, muted at first but growing stronger. Scraw knew Kilmarn was no revolutionary. The magnate was an opportunist, and the storm of history was raging against the Court. He wouldn't rebel himself, but he'd encourage those who would and, like his ancestors, make sure he fell on the winning side.

      Inside his shirt and coat, Scraw felt the press of the Charter, bound to his chest by linen wraps. It spoke to him, encouraged him . . . and he was more than happy to obey.

      Two strides brought him to Kilmarn's back. Before the Marquis could react, Scraw tapped his elbow, infusing it with enough Gravitas to overwhelm that of his cane. His neck snapped like straw, straight one second, bent and straining to reach his stationary elbow the next. Men and women screamed in alarm, but Scraw immediately turned off the Gravitas on Kilmarn, raised his arms, and forced their cries down their throats. The Marquis's limp carcass toppled to the sand, its impact as loud as cannon fire in the sudden silence.

      Gravitas was the essence of things—their lineage, value, importance. The threads binding an object to all that ever was . . . and what might be. It was weight, gravity itself. And unfortunately for Kilmarn, the weight of a country trumped that of a fancy old cane.

      "You are about to undertake the greatest project in the life of Lestadt." Scraw spoke quietly, but his words echoed against the fort walls and around the harbor. "This edifice will secure our nation. Preserve it against any and all who would do it harm, both within and without. The peace following the War of Grievances will be insignificant in comparison to the golden age we will bring about. And what do I require from you to achieve this vision? Nothing less than absolute obedience."

      Scraw faced Prassil and his officers, who cringed under the force of his demands. "Empty the prisons. Turn out the brothels and taverns. Bring in the plantation laborers. Round up the street urchins, the whores, and the thieves. Any whose labors are not vital to Lestadt are to be brought here, including bankers, lawyers, and bureaucrats. No one is exempt: not the women, not the children. Lestadt has need of them, and they will answer her call."

      Red-faced and clutching his throat, Commodore Prassil still had the courage to raise his hand in question. Scraw snapped his fingers. The officer gasped, took a deep breath, and asked, "What will . . . happen to them . . . once they arrive?"

      "Why, they'll be slaves!" Scraw announced, pointing at the fort foundation as if the answer should have been obvious. "Someone has to build this thing, and it sure as Oblivion ain't going to be me."
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      Day 7

      

      The first accident occurred on the seventh day of construction.

      Mouth agape, Scraw watched in horror as his meticulously designed pontoon bridge split in twain. Wood splintered, boards shattered, and the entire middle segment—right over the deepest portion of Lestadt's harbor—began to sink, taking with it the wagons, men, and horses who'd been caught mid-crossing.

      "Bleeding bollocks," Scraw swore under his breath. For an instant, he gave in to the irritation, scratching wildly at his peeling neck until it bled. So sweet. Such wonderful, painful release.

      Then Scraw was back in control. He whipped about on Commodore Prassil, whose slack-jawed expression was a match for his own. "You've feasted your eyes long enough, Commodore. Now use your bloody legs and get your men out there!"

      The naval officer stiffened, saluted, and raced down the sandy knoll, too-clean boots glinting like the wave-tops. Scraw followed, nearly colliding with the fop as he turned around.

      "Which is my priority, sir?" Prassil babbled. "The art . . . or the slaves?"

      Scraw resisted breaking his kneecaps. Subordinates tended to lose their value when they couldn't walk. "Direct your soldiers to save the collections; I'll handle the drowners."

      Nodding, Prassil dashed along the shoreline, grabbing every blue-coat that wasn't already on the bridge and shoving them in that direction. Scraw pushed straight onto the floating construct. Frantic foremen, desperate to get their own carts to safety, rushed toward him, heedless of who he was or what he represented.

      A flare. A fleeting touch of Gravitas. That was all it took to remind them. Fear bloomed on sweaty faces, and whole packs of workers—even mules and draft animals—darted from Scraw's path. In their briefly shared consciousness, he was no longer a hideous, sore covered monster, but a demigod. He was Lestadt.

      The Fixer reached the wreckage quickly, a mere few moments after he'd left his perch. Fractured rowboats, the foundation of his bridge, drifted lazily as they sunk. It would be some time before they went under, and their lumber, though sodden, was still salvageable. The wagons were all but claimed by the black-blue water, bubbles frothing as their stems or sterns submerged.

      Which meant everything chained to them was also going down. Horses. Slaves. Scraw scanned the scene, evaluating his options. The clamor of chaos roared in his ears. Splashing coachmen, their heavy cotton dress making it difficult to swim. Laborers still on the bridge, screaming the names of those lost, worried they wouldn't come back up. Blue-coats shedding uniforms to dive after priceless paintings, oils seeping as they bobbed on the swells. Aromas of salt, blood, and terror hung above it all.

      The artifacts were ruined—their Gravitas lost. A Vin Cengh landscape was the sum of its brush strokes, now erased. Marble busts and porcelain dinner sets couldn't channel the energies of their makers from the bottom of the bay. Yet pockets of air burst to the surface here and there. Scraw couldn't rescue the art, but he could recover something even more precious.

      He took a wide stance, rooting himself on the rocking bridge. The Charter warmed against his chest, feeding him strength, banishing the outside world. Scraw sent his awareness below the harbor. Down into the depths, tracing first the essence of a frantic, final breath, then the soul of the blacksmith who welded a too-long chain.

      Metal links gave way to manacles—manacles that were wrapped around the wrists of dozens of slaves, each a bright pinprick of light, gradually growing dimmer. Scraw centered himself, connected his Gravitas to Lestadt's sea-touched air, and yanked.

      Rusty nails, years old at most, were no match for Scraw's Gravitas. They cracked or came free along with the chains, releasing the slaves from their descending prisons. Up and up they sped. Scraw knew what to expect, but his laborers didn't.

      Soldiers shrieked and dropped murals as bodies soared past them, fetters rattling, water jetting from their lungs at Scraw's unseen touch. He hadn't saved them all. A fair number draped listlessly in their binds. Most were children, too young, too malnourished to hold their breath so long.

      An acceptable loss, Scraw thought, examining the lines of dangling thralls. Children were not only useless for hard labor, but their history was shallow as well.

      He lowered them to the near end of the bridge, released his Gravitas, and was struck by a roar of applause. Foremen, masons, blue-coats, and every worker who'd witnessed his triumph were clapping their hands and cheering. Those at the rear clambered atop or beneath carts to get a glimpse of him—the Fixer of Lestadt, ruthless problem-solver, now a hero.

      Scraw laughed even as they chanted his title. What irony . . .

      "Fixer! Fixer! Fixer! Fixer!"

      Ignoring them, he glanced down at the remnants of the destroyed bridge segment. Holes, like those inflicted by a bayonet or punching dagger, lined the bottom of a half-swamped rowboat. Scraw gritted his teeth—a smile to the crowd, a manic grimace in actuality. This was no accident. It was sabotage. A blatant attempt to undermine his mission, to topple Lestadt.

      Scraw's palm cupped his pocket watch as he scanned the crowd, searching for . . .

      A bob of tawny hair, unusual even in this diverse city, flashed amid the onlookers. It disappeared almost immediately. There and gone like a shadow. But Scraw had seen it, and he knew what it meant.

      The Saeleen revolutionaries were targeting his monument.
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      Day 15

      

      Scraw was ready this time.

      As the immense stone edifice grew, pristine feet, legs, and flowing robes rising out of what had been the fort's courtyard, the Fixer had secured his island, preparing for the next attack by the tawny-haired Saeleen. Did they suspect its true purpose? Were they hoping to eliminate it before Scraw could activate its powers? He didn't know what the revolution intended, but he did know that they would fail.

      He'd torn down the pontoon bridge as soon as the last of the slaves and building materials arrived from the mainland. Supplies were now brought in by warship, vessels that Scraw and Commodore Prassil personally greeted at the dock. Every man, woman, and child was strip searched. Crates were opened on the spot, their contents screened, then transferred to pallets that had been on the island for days. Not a rat scurried down a mooring line without Scraw knowing.

      So it came as no surprise when a flight of night supply frigates failed to send the proper signal lamp sequence.

      "It's supposed to be two short, three long, one short, one long, four short, my Lord," Commodore Prassil explained to Scraw.

      The Fixer sighed. He'd sent the code by telegram to Lestadt a mere fifteen minutes prior, so he already knew they'd gotten it wrong. "Do we send for confirmation, sir?" Prassil continued. "Make sure it wasn't a mistake?"

      Scraw looked at the lanky, freckle-faced midshipman holding their own shuttered lantern. His hand was on the latch, sure that he'd be told to repeat the query.

      "Naive," Scraw said, marching toward the lad. Snatching the lamp, he threw it into the dark waters beside the jetty, plunging them into near absolute blackness. "Malice or incompetence, it's all the same. Both imperil this monument—my monument. Go, boy!" Scraw pointed at the fort and edifice, outlined by scattered braziers that enabled construction to continue around the clock. "Order them to fire on those vessels! Ten silver-pence to each gun that sinks a ship!"

      While the boy stumbled up the unlit path, Prassil looked out over the harbor, two fingers absently twirling his mustache ends. Scraw contemplated ripping the overgrown silk-worm from his pallid lip. "Should I command the fleet to engage?" the officer asked.

      "With what?" The Fixer waved at the spot where the lantern had sunk. "Besides, they'd get tangled with their foes and confuse the fort gunners. Best we don't give them a chance to foul things up."

      "And the commandeered steamers? Marines from my ships could take them back with minimal—"

      A snap was all it took to silence Prassil. Blue eyes danced in bewilderment, but at least the Commodore could breathe without clawing at his throat. It was an excellent omen—a sign Scraw was becoming more proficient at controlling the Charter's Gravitas.

      "No means no, Prassil. I will not risk this project to preserve a few hulks of wood and scrap metal. And should you become a liability, I won't hesitate to abandon you either. Are we clear?"

      Another snap returned Prassil's voice. "As crystal, sir," he growled, turning away to adjust his uniform. Scraw was content to let the soldier fume. His irritation lessened the Fixer's, if only by a tiny margin.

      Flares shot from the top of the fort, illuminating the statue, island, and surrounding bay. Scraw tore his gaze from the smooth, chiseled features of the rising effigy, modeled according to his specifications. There would be opportunity aplenty to admire her once she was finished.

      The harsh crimson glare revealed the three oncoming warships. They paddled forward at a steady pace, gunports closed, crossed-bands of Lestadt flapping proudly on their mast-top banners. What glory! Scraw thought. What majesty contained within a simple flag! White laid over blue, with the crests of every partner province displayed at the cardinal points. Scraw's heart leapt to see it streaming above the waves.

      But what needed to be done, must be done. A flag was a symbol—not the country itself.

      Cannons barked, a stuttering barrage from the fort that whipped the Fixer's coattails and hair as it passed overhead. Most missed, falling short or between the vessels, tossing up gouts of water to drench the shadowed shapes running about the decks. One twenty-four pound ball found the starboard paddlewheel of the foremost steamer, staving it in. The warship foundered, pulling right about its remaining wheel and forcing its neighbor to evade.

      It took but a moment for the flag of Lestadt to come down. Their bluff called, the revolutionaries abandoned all pretense. Eighteen-pounders jutted from opened gunports. Sails unfurled and smoke belched as they picked up speed. And in the place of Scraw's beloved flag, a fiery ensign of pure red flew up the masts.

      The disabled frigate and her partner broke off, guns roaring as they exchanged fire with the fort. Their far cannons also blazed, targeting the distant blockade, trying to cause any damage they could before going down. Scraw watched the last, knifing toward him like an arrow. Its captain was smart, understanding that to fight was to lose. Landing and destroying the monument at close range was their only hope.

      Prassil fidgeted, foot tapping the jetty planks, fingers drumming on his arms. It was unlikely he'd seen combat before, since Lestadt had no enemies left to fight on its small continent. Scraw gestured at the listing steamer, the one that had lost its paddlewheel. "How long do you think it will last?"

      The injured warship could do naught but circle, making it an easy target for the fort artillery. Round-shot punctured its mid-decks in several spots, sending heavy cannons—and the men operating them—flying. Its stern was a mass of bloody splinters.

      Before Prassil could answer, an explosion tore the night asunder, a powerful burst of light and heat that warmed them where they stood. The Commodore fell backwards, landing on his bum, but Scraw stayed upright, savoring the sensation. Magazine detonations were a rare, yet exhilarating, occurrence.

      Scraw was forced to set aside his current pleasure for another. A second salvo of flares brightened the sky, blotting out the stars and moon, transforming the looming mass in front of him into a charging frigate. Its approach was wrong. The keel would strike reef at ten yards out, capsizing the vessel.

      But Scraw, Prassil, and the monument were in point-blank range. Already he could see swarthy Saeleen, both men and women, clambering up the rigging and lining the forecastle. Some had muskets; others, makeshift grenades. A flurry of activity on the quarterdeck—rammers thrusting down cannon mouths—indicated they'd have a volley ready soon.

      After tapping Prassil on the shoulder, Scraw held out his hand. "Pistol. I presume you keep it loaded?"

      Prassil flinched at the touch, then hesitantly removed his sidearm from the ornate, lacquered baldric he wore. "O-of course. But . . . what good will it do?"

      "All the good in the world," Scraw said, taking the pistol and pointing it at the oncoming warship's bow. He pulled the trigger and its barrel, silver formed into a pouncing wolf, spat a single lead ball.

      Through the jet of gunpowder smoke, Scraw watched it strike the sloped wood. Shivers burst as the bullet buried itself in the prow. One second passed. Two. Muskets were leveled at Scraw and Prassil. Gunners adjusted their cannons, zeroing in on the resplendent edifice.

      Scraw sneered and snapped his fingers.

      The Gravitas in the shell activated, a reverse flow with the weight of Lestadt behind it. Wood groaned, cried, then buckled, attracted to the bullet by an irresistible force. Everything touching the ship was likewise drawn in. Screaming sailors tumbled from the yards and slid across the deck, wearing their nails bloody as they clutched at anything they could. Iron cannons ripped from their mounts, crushing whatever—and whomever—was in their path. The whole vessel contorted, stern rising into the air, pulling against the keel, straining to be free.

      And when its spine broke with an ear-splitting crack, the two halves of the hull smashed together and began to sink. Scraw snapped again, cutting his link to the bullet, separating the Charter from the manifestation of its Gravitas. If he didn't, the effect would spread. First to the water, the reef, the dock, and—ultimately—them.

      Whistling, Scraw passed the pistol back to Prassil, who took it in shaking fingers. The Fixer was euphoric. The more Scraw wielded the Charter, the less his sores itched, and the less the minutiae of this sordid existence irritated him. Now he could only feel two things: the Charter on his chest, and the pocket watch in his coat.

      "We have the revolution on the run, Prassil!" Scraw declared as he walked away. "Them and anything else that dares challenge our magnificent Lestadt!"
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      Day 24

      

      Wham!

      Fists clenched, Scraw slammed the oak table separating him from the Court of Magisters, Gravitas-enhanced impacts shooting cracks in all directions. Four bodies cringed away from his fury, chairs scraping the floor as they retreated. Only one stood firm.

      "You don't have an appointment, Fixer."

      "Void that," Scraw retorted, locking gazes with Norvea. The spinster had mettle, he'd give her that. "You'll see the guy saving your scrawny rumps whenever I bloody well please."

      Norvea rolled her eyes, then flicked her wrist to dismiss the guards that had shadowed Scraw down the aisle. Neither their shakily gripped muskets nor decorative sabers would have had any effect on him. Not now, not when the Charter was as much a part of the Fixer as his deadened heart or pockmarked skin. Scraw could feel it pulsing beneath his loose shirt. Beating in tune with the blood pumping through his veins.

      As Norvea resumed her seat and her fellows finished wetting themselves, Scraw straightened and began adjusting his cufflinks, one of which had come loose. "I need more slaves. They're dying in droves under the harsh working conditions, and the monument won't be completed on schedule without replacements."

      "H-how many do you need?" Horatio blubbered, twin-chins dangling over a series of accounting ledgers bleeding red ink. When Scraw shot him a scathing glare, the Magister withdrew his neck into his robes like a tortoise. "W-we might b-be able to . . . scrounge a few hundred from the c-collective farms . . . but—"

      Scraw silenced the stammering buffoon. "Ten thousand souls and not one less."

      "Ten thousand!" Norvea almost flew at him across the table. Though she wisely refrained, her arms shook with barely restrained rage. "That's double the amount we originally afforded you! And now that you've slaughtered them with overwork you expect us to replace them with a snap of our fingers?"

      A speck of her spittle dripped down Scraw's cheek, tracing the edge of an angry pustule that was just beginning to heal. Once he'd hidden the welts with women's powder, but he was past caring. Scabs and sores were trivial in comparison to the power he wielded.

      "Give me the docklands," Scraw said as if discussing what tea he'd prefer with midday crackers. "Plenty of refuse there that won't be missed."

      "You think we can march blue-coats down to the quays, slap irons on everyone, and there'll be no consequences?" Breath heavy with exertion, Norvea seethed at him over lopsided spectacles. Her usually immaculate scarlet bun was a mess of frazzled, wayward strands. "We'll drive them right into the bosom of the revolution!"

      Shrugging, Scraw spread his hands. "And if the monument isn't finished in seven days, the revolution gets its wish—your government in shambles, a new one in its place. Isn't that what the Augury said?"

      The Magisters exchanged solemn glances. They'd slain anyone associated with the College of Auguries, suppressed knowledge of their final prophecy, and buried reports of strange phenomenon around the country. Verifying the original omen was impossible.

      And so, even though you hate me, loathe me, despise me as much as the lowest bottom-dweller and most vile revolutionary, you need me, Scraw thought with a budding smirk, Oh, do you need me. Because I'm the only one who knows what's coming—the only one who, at this late hour, can still keep your bloated necks attached to your swollen carcasses.

      Scraw raised his hand as giggles slipped from his pitted lips. "Then let's do the democratic thing. All those in favor, say 'Aye!'"
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      The motion passed 3-2 in Scraw's favor.

      Led by Commodore Prassil, a regiment of blue-coats surged into the waterside district of Lestadt, bashing in doors, turning out families, and chaining them in a queue that stretched from one end of the docks to the other. Their cries of despair drifted through the city the rest of the day, attracting crowds that looked on with dismay. But did they interfere? Did the blue-coats grow a conscience and throw down their arms, refusing to load more chattel onto already packed steamers?

      No, Scraw thought. Because that's human nature. We don't help others when there's a risk we'll end up in the same dung-hole they're in.

      Buoyed by the fragrant melody of suffering, Scraw did something unusual that night. He went for a drink.

      Scraw chose an establishment far from the docklands, a one-room tavern on a back-street that deteriorated from cobbles to dirt three buildings down. Opening the door jangled a brass bell above him, which summoned a brutish oaf who slowly stood up behind the bar. The smudged glass in his hairy hands looked like it belonged in a tea set.

      "Seat anywhere," the bartender grumbled, pawing at the mug with an equally tiny rag. His accent was as thick as the grime coating everything in sight. "I serve soon."

      One other patron was nursing a brackish brew—more green than yellow—in the back corner. Scraw would've preferred that spot, as it bordered a narrow hall leading to the rear exit, but he left the hunched figure to his poison and mounted the bench beside the counter. Streaks, stains, and dents dotted the dirty surface, evidence it had never been replaced.

      Though he was here to celebrate, Scraw's eyes were drawn past the hanging liquor cabinet to a set of crinkled papers pinned to the warped wall boards. Their elegant seals stood in stark contrast to the surrounding squalor. Court permit to serve spirits. Court permit to stay open past curfew. Court permit to rent companionship . . .

      The Fixer scanned the documents, finally resting on the least filthy one at the bottom: Court waiver for compulsory recreation industry servitude. Scraw nodded in satisfaction. It wouldn't do for him to fund a pub whose owner should be hauling marble blocks up to his edifice.

      Perching the glass atop a stack of mismatched tumblers, the tavern master ambled over and lounged against the bar. "What have you?"

      "Saeleen gin cut with a pour of whiskey," Scraw responded mechanically. He'd been drinking that mixture for decades and knew it wouldn't leave him soused. More importantly, he'd be able to tell if it was drugged from a single sip.

      Grunting, the barkeep turned and selected the appropriate bottles from his rack, one a deep red, the other brown. While he worked, the doorbell jangled twice in short succession, admitting two men in dusty coveralls and wide-brimmed straw hats. They deposited these on haphazard pegs near the entrance, then occupied a booth behind Scraw.

      Farmers, he assessed. Their ilk were an exception to the Fixer's draft. Anyone who built, created, or supported others was essential to Lestadt's future—perhaps more so than Scraw himself. When they noticed his scrutiny, he raised an imaginary glass to them, a salute they returned as they settled in on firm seats. They'll still be needed eight days from now, Scraw thought. But me . . .

      The joyous chime of the door rang out again. He'd selected this tavern for its anonymity, a quality that had been grossly overestimated. Scraw caught a glimpse of an intimate couple, drunk and leaning on each other for balance, before the bartender pounded his drink on the counter, spilling a quarter of the liquid. A reprimand died in Scraw's throat. As he was off-duty, the waste could be excused.

      Beady eyes bored into him. The barkeep hadn't moved, nor had he removed his deck-railing sized fingers from Scraw's mug. "You have other customers," the Fixer said. Still no motion, not even a blink. Scraw sighed, slid his hand into his coat, brushed past his pocket watch, and removed a handful of bronze-pence. Casting them freed his drink; the tavern master snatched the money and began counting it.

      Scraw took a draught, savoring flames that burned inside instead of without. His second swig was less enjoyable. Not because it was full of toxins, which Scraw had fully expected, but because the bartender kept pushing the five bronze-pence around his palm. No one was that daft.

      "If you knew who I was, you'd know I never cheat on payments."

      Another grunt. The barkeep clenched his mighty fist around the coins, then stared at the Fixer with a twisted grimace of pure disdain. "You I know. Him—Scraw. The bloke building blood-bought monument in harbor. I lose sister and nephew to your madness."

      Hatred was an emotion Scraw could understand. He'd felt it himself long ago . . . before he came to realize it was a stumbling block—an escape for the weak who hadn't the patience to play the long game. Now loathing washed off him, both his own and that of others.

      Downing the rest of his fiery spirit, Scraw spun toward the lovers who'd just arrived. They were halfway to their feet, the man drawing a pistol from his hip, the woman clutching daggers in both hands. While the gent wore a short black beard and hair pulled into a tail by a crimson tie, the lithe woman had tawny hair that curled over her shoulders of its own accord. Where their cloaks ended, dark skin—a match for the dusk outside—began, revealing them for what they were: Saeleen.

      Much to their surprise, Scraw bowed in his seat. "Thank you for guiding me to this fine watering hole. It's not every day I get to meet an old friend," he splayed his fingers toward the woman, "And rid Lestadt of a nest of revolutionaries."

      "We stalked you here!" the man cried, whipping out his gun and waving it at Scraw. "Without your island, fort, and soldiers, you're powerless!"

      "Or perhaps I flitted around the city all afternoon, waiting for my pursuers to grow bold enough to confront me." Scraw jumped from his chair. The sudden movement caused the man to flinch, at which the Fixer burst out laughing. "So, care to test that theory?"

      "Take him!" the woman ordered.

      She moved first, flinging one of her knives. Its motion was too quick, too precise. Gravitas of some sort was powering it. Holding his ground, Scraw activated the Charter at the last possible second, feeding its energy into his silk shirt. The dagger shattered on impact, bursting into a cloud of shrapnel that Scraw maintained a light grip on. Jagged shards of metal would surely prove useful later.

      The Saeleen leader's gasp was thrilling, titillating. They'd thought him vulnerable. Believed his Gravitas came from the monument and its surroundings instead of something on his person. Scraw grinned wickedly. Their lack of preparation would be their undoing.

      Two lead balls halted an inch from his person, stopped by slivers of gleaming steel no larger than a fingernail. One had come from the bearded Saeleen, who was panicking now that his shot had been blocked. Pulling a pouch of gunpowder from his cloak, he fumbled the pour, getting as much down the barrel of his pistol as he did on himself and the floor.

      Scraw ignored him. Reloading in close quarters was a death sentence. From the corner, the same direction as the second bullet, came a courageous roar. The patron sitting there had thrown back his bulky coat, revealing a musket with a bayonet attached below the smoking mouth. The lad—a boy bearing scant few whiskers on his cheeks—charged with reckless abandon, determined to skewer Scraw for some offense he'd caused.

      The Fixer sympathized, but he couldn't die. Not today. Not yet.

      He timed his counters perfectly, wielding the Charter as an extension of himself. Forward raced the dagger splinters, turning the lad's face into a charnel house horror. Gravitas released, Scraw tapped the near end of the counter, applying the Court's power to a single point. The other end seesawed into the air, caught the razor sharp coins fired by the barkeep, then crashed into the ceiling with the force of a cannonade.

      Reabsorb and redirect. As fragments of gnarled lumber showered from above, Scraw reclaimed his Gravitas and applied it directly to his tortured skin. Sores gushed, pus-pockets burst, but the energy arrived in time to halt the dagger tip slicing toward his heart. He ejected it on impulse, spraying a stream of his own blood across the room. Then, dizzy and swaying, Scraw forced all his Gravitas back into its source: the Charter.

      Behind him, the counter returned from its heavenward journey, interrupting the tavern master mid-screech. Two left. Scraw staggered, vision unfocused. The woman was running, sprinting for the back exit. Too slow he stamped on the floorboards. Blowing nails from the wood, the pulse of Gravitas shredded the doorway she'd just ducked through, breaking its foundation and bringing down the rear of the building.

      The tawny-haired Saeleen had escaped to trouble Scraw another day.

      He took some small satisfaction from her practicality. She'd abandoned her comrade, who was just now ramming home a new bullet and the cotton wadding to hold it in place. They were more alike than she knew.

      Taking a step back, Scraw picked up a lamp sitting on an undamaged section of the counter. A normal toss was enough. Up the bright light arced, then down it fell.

      Right onto the gunpowder at the revolutionary's feet.

      The flames took him rapidly, clawing up his breeches, his cloak, all the way to his long, oily hair. It would have been a slow, agonizing death—one Scraw was happy to enjoy—except for the swiftness with which sparks found the fuse of his pistol. An ember was all it took to discharge the gun, still pointed upwards as he loaded it. He died instantly, a mercy given the conflagration taking root on his corpse.

      Scraw turned to leave, then noticed the farmers cowering beneath their booth's table. He inclined his head to them, a gesture of respect. It brought him some small measure of joy that they weren't part of all this. Killing them would've soured an otherwise marvelous evening.

      Opening the door, Scraw set off for the docks at a brisk limp, droplets of blood splattering the cobbles in his wake. For those that had died, and those that still lived, he had to finish his mission.

      The alternative was too disturbing to even consider.
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      Day 31

      

      Night descended on the final day, an inky blackness that was marred by torrents of lightning above and an ocean of flames below.

      Scraw walked the path to the island summit alone. He'd sent everyone away. What remained to be done was a task—a burden—for none but him.

      They were needed elsewhere anyway. Fierce gusts lashed the grasses beside the trail, carrying with them the acrid smell of smoke, ash, and death. Screams overrode the thunder at times, reaching Scraw's ears from across the bay. Cannon blasts bellowed as loudly as any god beyond the roiling clouds.

      Reaching the monument's base, Scraw paused to watch the revolution he'd wrought. It was finally happening. The toppling of Lestadt and its Court of the Magisters. An orgy of violence and suffering, the birth of a new system.

      Ships still at dock burned brightly, white sails dancing in the heat of their final voyage. Whole city blocks were also aflame, but no one seemed to care. Little shapes—some in blue, more in a tapestry of reds, burgundies, and crimsons—clogged the streets, jabbing at each other with swords and bayonets, blazing away with musket and pistol.

      Scraw watched a unit of blue-coats disembark on the city docks, Commodore Prassil at their head. He tried to reason with the mob, right up until one of his own soldiers shot him in the back, dropping the poor fool into the quayside waters. Shedding their uniforms, his men joined with the revolutionaries and advanced on a nearby gun-battery still loyal to the Court.

      The Fixer snorted. Prassil had learned the lesson all those who uphold despotism must: there was no middle ground between freedom and tyranny. Scraw turned around and mounted the steps to his monument, illuminated by the glow of six massive braziers.

      She could still reverse this. Could still save his Lestadt. Eyes alight with wonder, Scraw beheld his greatest creation, completed save for one final touch. Her bronzed hair draped from a lofty, beautiful face, its countenance stern yet forgiving. Wings of copper fanned out from her central marble, sheltering an entire country beneath their firm embrace. Slender arms reached across the bay toward the horizon, beckoning the unknown but prepared to defend against it. Garbed in a simple shift, she was elegance, grace, and might all in one.

      And because of Scraw's design, she was Lestadt.

      His architects had hollowed her form, leaving girder reinforced gaps for bone, sinew, and blood. These he'd filled with the treasures of an entire continent. Ancient spears, clay jewelry, hide paintings. Great frescoes, gilded crowns, gem-crusted scepters. The first gun ever produced. The complete original works of playwrights, poets, and composers. Saddles used by renowned generals, the thrones of kings and conquerors, even the cave scribblings that predated spoken language. From east, west, north, and south, Scraw had collected the Gravitas of all that had ever been, bringing it to one point, one place, one time.

      Yes, he thought, relishing the adrenaline sweeping through his body. The Angel of Lestadt is the largest Gravitas in existence.

      But she was unfinished. Scraw shook off his reverie, marched to the massive pit between her feet, and took a wide stance.

      Then he glanced up, searching, praying. "No!" Scraw pleaded, screaming at the ebony skies. "There must be another way!"

      His reply was an arc of chain-lightning ripping through the clouds. It skipped up, around, and crossed back over itself, tracing unnatural circles against a stygian abyss that swallowed the mundane glare from below. Deep within those towering pillars of darkness, something churned and rippled.

      The Augury was coming true. Scraw was out of time.

      Channeling the Charter's Gravitas, the Fixer stretched an arm toward the harbor, connecting with the node he'd set there. A river of water rose into the air, rushing at him. Pointing his opposite arm, Scraw directed the flow past his chest. Down—down into the pit.

      In that instant, as the thunder faded and the wind ceased howling, the cries of Lestadt were closer than ever. The Fixer shut his eyes, gritted his teeth, and ignored them. He'd made his choice.

      Minutes later, the hole was full. Scraw cut off the stream of water, the remnants of which trickled down-slope, cascading over the sides of the fort and toward the beach. Only one element was needed to finish the monument: the marble slab to plug the pit and complete her foundation.

      Steps resolute, Scraw walked to the great white chunk. It was already set in place, stationed alongside the shaft so a simple Gravitas enhanced push could close the breach. He placed his palms flat on its surface and began to press.

      "Fire!"

      Pinpricks of light stabbed from Scraw's right. Dropping the block, he focused harder than he ever had, molding Gravitas into the atmosphere itself. I'm so blasted close! he thought. I can't fail. Not here!

      The musket balls halted a hairsbreadth from his body, close enough to tear the threads of his coat without puncturing the skin beneath. Scraw saw a flicker of red cloth and a flash of steel—ramrods methodically raising and lowering as his assailants reloaded.

      Then the same familiar voice roared again. "Fire!"

      Scraw dropped the first volley of lead and threw up a Gravitas barrier on the opposite side. Faster this time, he snatched the shells before they reached him, saving his tailor additional work.

      "Keep going! Pour it in—he can't stop them all!"

      I can and I will! Scraw raged inwardly. Another barrage came from behind. After narrowly blocking it, he placed his back to the marble slab, the only direction he couldn't be shot from. Instinctively, the Fixer threw up a hand in the direction of the initial salvo, catching the next assault as they finished reloading. Flabbergasted men, some wearing blue-coats beneath red revolutionary armbands, gaped at Scraw and his demented, maniacal grin.

      And there she was. The tawny-haired Saeleen woman. She raced behind their line, smacking shoulders to stir them from their stupor. "Don't stop! Reload, put on the pressure! Hold on for a little longer!"

      Another stuttering fusillade drew Scraw's attention. He caught that one on extended fingertips, and the following one midway between him and the squad who'd unleashed it. Scraw chuckled gleefully, stalking forward amid the hail of lead, each step bringing him closer to the first group. Sweat beaded on their skin. Faces twisted with terror. They knew what was coming, but couldn't stop firing. He'd just slaughter them sooner if they did.

      A solid plan, Scraw thought. But did she actually think this'd work? He spared a glance for the Saeleen woman, who appeared calm despite him thwarting yet another of her ambushes. What was she waiting for?

      Scraw stifled the next volley inside their muskets, just as he had done with the voices of the crowd weeks prior. Jammed and unable to discharge, the barrels exploded in their wielders' grasps. Superheated metal and splinters of wood stocks found purchase in throats, eyes, and chests, instantly leveling the entire squad. Those that survived groaned while clutching the bloody stumps of their wrists.

      The Fixer repeated this process on the second group before they realized what had slain their fellows, leaving another pile of charred, shredded corpses lying on the fort roof. Smiling, Scraw turned to the only squad left—the one headed by the revolution's leader.

      They broke. Cast their muskets, sabers, and pistols on the ground and ran. Some tossed themselves over the sheer wall to escape faster, screaming as they plunged. Scraw let them go. He was fixated on the one person who remained.

      "You lose," he said to the tawny-haired Saeleen, raising a musket ball between his fingers. Firing it from his hand would work as well as any gun.

      Out in the bay, a massive cannonade erupted from a flight of commandeered warships near the docks, distracting Scraw. He turned toward them, expecting the projectiles to be aimed at him or the monument.

      But no. The barrage flew over Lestadt, over the blazing buildings, fresh rubble, and unending carnage. It struck near the center of the city, blasting apart the sweeping, arched wall of the largest edifice for miles around. And as that wall fell, so too did the dome it supported. Thousands of pounds of stone collapsed in a cacophony of dust and debris that swiftly spread, obscuring the ruin that lay at the center of everything.

      The Court of Magisters had fallen. Norvea, Horatio, and the rest were dead and buried.

      Scraw likewise fell, body wracked with pain, a million vermin biting into him.

      "AAAAARRRRGGHHHH!"

      Severed from the source of its power—the Court, the government that had scribed and upheld it—the Charter had lost its Gravitas. And so the irritation it had held in check returned all at once. In that instant of blazing agony, Scraw couldn't resist its call, nails digging into his scabrous skin, tearing gobs from his inflamed flesh. It was release. Different from the tranquil bliss afforded by the Charter, but release nonetheless.

      "The hound isn't so mighty without the leash of his masters." The Saeleen woman laughed, then walked to the edge of the water-filled pit. "Now that we've stopped your Gravitas monument, I'm curious what you were planning to power it wi—"

      She stopped. Scraw couldn't see her reaction, but he could imagine what the shifting light of the braziers showed her. After all, it was the same scene he'd created mere minutes before.

      Scraw hadn't overworked his slaves. They—or rather, their blood—was much too precious for such a pointless death. For blood, the ichor flowing through human veins, was the greatest Gravitas there was, the font that gave meaning to every artifact and edict of man's creation. It was an organic recording of all who came before . . . and the potential of those who would come after.

      So Scraw had taken a body representative of the continent itself—fifteen thousand souls! —and chained them beneath his monument, there to be combined with water, the element of life. Such a potent Gravitas would have defeated the revolution in an eye-blink. Wiped away the Court and their tyranny.

      And more importantly, saved the survivors from what came next.

      The Saeleen woman slumped over, vomited, then crawled toward Scraw, voice hoarse. "Y-you monster. How could—"

      With a screech that made Scraw's ears bleed, the sky split. Portals of lightning opened amid the blackness, revealing a clear blue expanse, rays of slanting sunlight, and hundreds of warships.

      Yet these weren't naval vessels of the kind Lestadt was used to. As the Augury had predicted, they were floating hulks of metal devoid of sails, armed with cannons larger and more deadly than any they had seen. Bathed in an otherworldly yellow light, their bellies and sterns gleaming, they were to descend on this realm and conquer it. So the Augury had spoken, and so it was to come about.

      Unless Scraw had stopped it.

      The lead battleships opened fire, shells striking with the force of a hundred cannons. Lestadt's guardian forts, the defensive emplacements shielding the harbor's entrance, were vaporized without a trace. Shattered by the impact, both cliffs tumbled into the bay.

      Several steamers—one flying the red flag of revolution, the other two still loyal to Lestadt—broke off their own skirmish, raising their guns as high as they could to engage the invaders. Their broadsides came nowhere close to the lowest of the vessels, merely falling into the harbor to kick up plumes of white water.

      The return salvo eviscerated the frigates in a cloud of flaming splinters.

      "Did . . . did you know about this?" the tawny-haired Saeleen asked as the flying fleet pushed on toward the city.

      Scraw rolled over, clutching at his bleeding limbs, struggling to regain control. "I did."

      "And you told no one?"

      "Would you have believed me? Or the Magisters, for that matter? No. You'd have thought it was a lie to preserve our dominion."

      She fell silent, which was as good an answer as any. A moment later, she spoke again, words full of regret. "We thought you were going to use this statue to stop the revolution. To keep the Court in power."

      Scraw laughed. "This was never about you! You were an insect; an afterthought! And yet you've accomplished exactly what you desired: the destruction of Lestadt."

      He waved weakly at the docks, where every pocket of resistance was systematically obliterated from on high. Bodies soared through the air, whole city blocks disintegrated, and survivors huddled in place, too frightened to move. Small craft disgorged from the bellies of the largest battleships, heading for the ground.

      "I didn't . . ." the Saeleen woman sobbed. "This isn't what I wanted . . ."

      Cursing, Scraw rose to his knees. With trembling fingers, he reached inside his coat, squashed the urge to rend his skin further, and removed his pocket watch. Its familiar weight was a minor solace.

      "Isn't it though?" Scraw replied, working the latch. "Fire, brimstone, an end to all that was? Sometimes the cure is worse than the disease, my dear, and this reckoning has come for everyone, 'good' and 'bad' alike."

      His efforts didn't go unnoticed. The tawny-haired rebel scooted closer, watching Scraw as he opened the ornate gilded lid with dusk-toned digits. Though the time was forever stilled—locked on the moment he'd been taken from his village to serve in the Lestadt military—what was stored in the device was far more important to him.

      Her black eyes, so similar to his, bulged. "That's a piece of my homeland's flag!"

      "Our homeland," Scraw corrected, setting aside the useless pocket watch. He took the dingy crimson scrap—torn from the original Saeleen flag, centuries old and long forgotten—in one hand, and a musket ball in the other. "And if you hadn't gotten in my way, it would've risen again."

      Activating the flag's Gravitas, Scraw shot her in the forehead. After she collapsed, he searched her body, discovering the Gravitas she'd been using: a fragment of Saeleen's first flagpole, an artifact ironically like his own.

      "I promise to make better use of it." Scraw pocketed the shard. Then, on a whim, he removed her red revolutionary armband and put it on. It was fitting symbolism, given that one despot had been replaced by another.

      Far above, a metal wire snaked down from a hovering battleship, snagging about the monument's neck. She was sturdily built, but no match for technology from another world. Within the space of a moment, she'd been toppled into the harbor, her body cracked and broken.

      Scraw huddled against the shockwave. The Angel of Lestadt was no more. Everything that she was, all that had been sacrificed to see her completed, was ruined. Wasted. Yet in spite of his failure, Scraw felt strangely . . . liberated.

      Just like before, this invasion was a problem that needed fixing. And if there was one thing the Fixer of Lestadt excelled at, that was it.

      Irritation gnawing at every fiber of his being, Scraw threw back his head, laughing at the sundered night sky and the new foes it had delivered him.
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      Darkness pressed in on Theo as he shouldered past a fern frond, cursing beneath his breath. Night had come quickly, the winter’s sun disappearing beneath the dense canopy in a matter of minutes. They’d hardly had time to light their torches before the forest had transformed, the birds falling silent, even the chirping of crickets dying away. Silence.

      Ahead, his cousin Calybe forged on through the dense vegetation, seemingly ignorant of the sudden stillness. What had so far been a reasonably pleasant trek through Sitton Forest had been transformed by the darkness. Theo felt as though they’d just stepped thirty years into the past, to the time when their parents had battled demons and Dark Magickers.

      A shiver ran down his spine and he cursed his foolishness. There was no danger in this forest, whatever the recent rumours suggested. Even so, Theo found himself lifting the burning torch higher, seeking to dispel the shadows.

      “Keep up, cuz,” Calybe’s voice carried from ahead. “If there really are demons in here, better we fight them together!”

      A grin appeared on the man’s face as he glanced back and his blue eyes shone in the light of the flames. Calybe was not afraid—but then, what did he have to be afraid of? He had inherited his father’s magic.

      Suppressing a snort, Theo continued after his cousin. The man didn’t mean to be condescending—it seemed to be an ingrained characteristic of all Magickers. They simply did not realise their privilege. The darkness was not for the likes of Calybe to be afraid of. After all, what did he have to fear from the thief in the shadows, the secret dagger in an alleyway? Not even rumours of demons could give Calybe pause. After all, his magic would protect him.

      Such terrors were for the likes of Theo, his only defence the sword hanging from his belt. And little good that would do him if there really was a demon in the forest.

      Of course, that didn’t stop Calybe from dragging him along on these little “quests” of his. No sooner did a rumour of dark creatures reach the Plorsean capital than Calybe knocking on Theo’s door, calling out that the world needed them.

      Theo couldn’t understand why his cousin insisted on including him in these adventures. The man seemed determined to prove to Theo that he didn’t need magic to be a hero. A shame that his efforts so often ended up proving the exact opposite.

      Still, despite the eerie nature of the forest, it was unlikely there was a demon here. There hadn’t been an official sighting of one within the Three Nations in over a decade now, though Northland was still plagued by the dark creatures. If Calybe truly wanted to prove himself a hero, he would be better off journeying there.

      The thought brought a smile to Theo’s face. Maybe then he would finally have peace—and time to explore his own research. Just a month ago, he’d finally convinced his mother to tell the stories of her youth, including the time she’d almost been killed by the former king of Trola. Theo had been pestering her for years about the story, so it had come as a surprise when she’d finally capitulated. Maybe Enala was finally growing weary of their family’s retreat into the wildlands where he and Calybe had been raised.

      Whatever her reasons, Enala’s story had confirmed Theo’s own suspicions—that King Jonathan had tried to steal her magic. The madman had thought it possible to drain a Magicker of her powers and claim them for himself.

      “Madman” was of course his mother’s description. Even with all her years of wisdom, Enala still could not understand what had driven the former king to such desperation. There was no doubt the king had lost his way, but Theo at least could empathise with the man. He too had suffered without power in a world of magic.

      And for King Jonathan, it had been worse. He had possessed magic once, only for it to fade away, corrupted by the curse on his lineage, finally withering to nothing, leaving the king a mortal man.

      Yes, Theo could understand the man’s desperation. Hard enough to be raised by a great Magicker, to be son of the woman who had saved the world. Never mind if he’d actually had power, then lost it.

      Sadly, Jonathan’s method of acquiring magic had required taking the donor’s life. Theo had researched the dead king’s work when he’d returned to the capital, hoping something might have been overlooked. The information had been carefully buried, but between Enala’s story and his own position as the king’s librarian, Theo had eventually dug the notes from the library’s darker sections.

      But Jonathan had made no mistakes. The only other instance of magic being stolen were Archon’s infamous Soul Blades, but these too had required death.

      It seemed Theo would forever be cursed to mediocrity. At least he no longer had to face his mother’s disappointment each birthday. That was the day one’s magic manifested, normally before the age of ten, but occasionally up to twenty. At twenty-five years old, Theo’s last hopes had vanished long ago.

      Enala had tried to hide her frustrations, of course, but Theo had seen through her act. The look she’d worn those days had been the same she often gave his father—poor, magic-less Gabriel. A look of discontent, of sadness or frustration, that neither Gabriel nor Theo were quite what she wanted them to be.

      Theo had come to loathe his birthdays, even now that he was long past the age of manifestation. Sure, he had accepted the truth, that he was achingly normal, that he had taken after his father rather than his Magicker mother, but that didn’t mean he liked to be reminded of it.

      That was why Theo had finally left their home in the wilderness. Calybe might have come to Ardath in search of glory, but Theo had come to find his own place in the world, away from the constant reminder of his own shortcomings.

      His gaze was drawn back to Calybe. He was Theo’s opposite in every way—not only did the man possess powerful magic, he’d also inherited his mother’s skill with weapons. Towering a foot over Theo, he could have beaten the scrawny son of Gabriel and Enala, even without magic. It made the sword Theo carried all the more of a joke.

      Yes, Calybe was the best of both parents, destined to be a hero, to stand as his parents had against the darkness, to save the world.

      Except the world no longer needed saving.

      That thought brought a smile to Theo’s face—he was not the only one of their family to feel unfulfilled, as though a part of him were missing. Where Theo longed to win himself a position in a world dominated by magic, Calybe too struggled to live up to the aura of their parents. Eric, Calybe’s father, and Enala were spoken of in the same breath as Archon and his war against the Gods. Their names were always whispered, as though the two Magickers were more legend than real figures from history. Maybe that was why they’d chosen to withdraw from the world, to seek the peace of the wildlands.

      Regardless, it had left Theo and Calybe with large shoes to fill when they returned to civilisation. Theo might have passed by unnoticed, but Calybe’s powers were reminiscent of his father’s—the lightning unmistakable.

      The cracking of branches came from ahead and Theo snapped himself from his musings, forcing his thoughts to the present. The chance of encountering a demon in Sitton Forest might be minuscule, but there were still other creatures that lurked in the darkness, monsters left over from the days of Archon’s reign. Nothing his cousin couldn’t handle of course, but if they went for Theo instead…

      He pushed the thought away, though not before his spare hand fell to his sword hilt. His gaze was drawn again to his cousin, as though to reassure himself the Magicker was still there. Calybe still held his torch high, broad shoulders rippling with the muscles of a warrior. Silently, Theo cursed his own cowardice…

      …then froze as a glint of red pierced the darkness ahead.

      Theo’s heart lurched in his chest and he darted forward, grasping Calybe by the shoulder.

      “Wait!” he hissed.

      Calybe stilled, his body growing tense. He looked around, and saw what Theo had spotted.

      Red eyes, watching them from the darkness.

      Blood pounded in Theo’s ears as he shared a glance with his cousin. Something passed unspoken between them, and as one they thrust their torches in the direction of the creature. Firelight lit the forest, revealing…

      A tree.

      What?

      Theo frowned, doubt touching him. Had they really seen eyes in that darkness? Or was the forest’s eerie nature finally getting the best of him, making him see things? But no, there was something strange about that tree. Something had been carved into its bark…a face?

      Hefting his torch, Theo took a step towards the tree. Why would someone carve a face into the bark of a lone tree in the middle of Sitton Forest?

      “Cousin…” Calybe’s voice came from behind, a note of warning in his tone, but Theo ignored him. There was a mystery to solve.

      Before he could reach the tree, something snapped closed around his ankle. For a second, Theo thought it must have been a hunter’s trap, something left out for bears or wolves or some dark creature.

      Then a hard wrench of his leg sent him crashing to the ground, and he knew whatever had him had nothing to do with humans.

      The torch flew from his hands and landed amongst the damp leaves with a hiss. Crying out, Theo twisted on the forest floor, struggling for a glimpse of his assailant. Flames flickered nearby, illuminating the twisted vine that had wrapped about his ankle. He paused, momentarily confused, before it pulled again, dragging him through the leaf litter.

      Fear cut through Theo’s confusion, and crying out, he struggled to free his sword from its sheath. The blade caught on the leather, the awkward angle making it difficult to draw. He cursed. Where the hell was Calybe? He was meant to be the one battling these creatures—

      Shadows flickered as his cousin leapt past, sword shining in the light of the fallen torch. The blade fell once, twice, a third time, and then Theo was free. Scrambling backwards, he came to his feet and finally drew his sword.

      Not that he needed it now.

      The crash of thunder announced the arrival of Calybe’s power. It did that sometimes—had a delay before it appeared. Magic could not simply create something from nothing, and so the lightning must be drawn from the atmosphere, from some nearby storm.

      Theo probably knew the theory better than any Magicker living, save his mother. He had been excited by the prospect of magic once, had poured his every effort into understanding its workings, in preparation for the day when he would be blessed with the gift.

      Except that day had never come.

      The closest he would ever get was watching his cousin use magic instead.

      A blue glow lit the sky as a second boom sounded. Theo flinched as lightning burst through the canopy and struck Calybe. The world turned white as every one of Theo’s senses was overwhelmed. He staggered back, the sword slipping from his fingers as he clapped his hands to his ears and scrunched his eyes closed.

      It was too late, of course, and blinded, Theo stumbled away from where Calybe stood, eager to put distance between himself and the coming battle. Where his cousin’s magic was involved, things tended to get messy. Theo didn’t intend to be a casualty of the chaos.

      Slowly his vision and hearing returned. Blue light lit the forest and a crackling sounded—one of pure energy, a growing crescendo that longed to be released. Fists clenched, Theo forced himself to look at his cousin.

      Calybe stood tall, sword clenched in hand, eyes aglow, gaze fixed on the vines that now thrashed all about him. They had not attacked yet, but hovered in place, just a few feet from the Magicker, as though hesitant.

      Theo couldn’t blame them.

      Lightning danced along Calybe’s arms and torso, gathering at his fingertips, flickering in his hair. It was like a living extension of him, summoned from the Sky by his magic, his to command.

      Finally the dark vines seemed to come to a decision. All at once, they rushed Calybe, seeking to overwhelm him by sheer numbers.

      Calybe met them with blade and blue fire.

      He moved like a dancer, leaping from where he had stood, bolts of lightning lancing from his body to meet the attack. Where they struck, the vines turned to ash, destroyed by the sheer ferocity of Calybe’s power. Overhead, thunder crashed as more lightning fell, the energies of the storm drawn to the forest. Calybe gathered each bolt as it struck the earth, then hurled them at his foe.

      And still the terrible vines attacked.

      Theo watched on, his fear fading before Calybe’s display of power. Jealously soon rose to replace it. It was one thing to know he would never wield such magic, another altogether to witness its sheer power. Watching Calybe was a reminder that he would always be beneath the Magickers of this world, relegated to the position of companion to the hero, advisor to the true leaders.

      Calybe continued to make short work of the vines. They seemed to resist blows from the sword, but as lightning infused the blade they fell away, destroyed by its burning touch. With the blue fire dancing across Calybe’s very skin, they didn’t even come close to harming him.

      The thought turned Theo’s attention to the vines themselves. Though they each appeared as single entities, it was clear they were working in unison, directed by some greater power. Some went for Calybe directly, seeking to distract him while others attacked his ankles and neck.

      Despite the coordination, it would not be enough. Calybe’s magic required no gestures or spoken incantations—at a mere thought, the lightning would attack, burning the vines away as quickly as they could attack.

      But even Calybe could not fight forever. They needed to find the source that directed these creatures.

      For a moment the glow of Calybe’s magic dimmed, and Theo glimpsed a flicker of another light, the soft glow of red. The breath caught in his throat as he swung on the source of the light. The tree stood untouched by the chaos, the carved face watching the battle with an eerie stillness.

      Or perhaps it had not been carved at all.

      The battle had led Calybe away from the tree, and with the way clear, Theo silently edged closer. There was something about the tree, something about that face that radiated darkness.  Theo’s heart beat faster as he grew near, and saw that a slight glow came from those terrible eyes, a hint of red, almost hidden by the blue of Calybe’s lightning.

      Theo came to an abrupt stop, reason returning with a rush of fear. It would be madness to approach the creature, especially without a weapon.

      The glint of metal on the ground nearby revealed his sword and he quickly reclaimed it. Yet even with blade in hand, Theo found his courage wilting. If the tree was truly the source of the Earth magic assailing Calybe, what could he possibly do about it?

      As though in answer to his thoughts, the tree shifted, the gaping maw growing wider. Stifling a cry, Theo retreated a step.

      And the red glow of its eyes turned on him.

      “Calybe!” he cried as he recognised something in those eyes. No, this wasn’t Earth magic. It was something else, dark magic of a kind the Three Nations had not seen in decades.

      “Little busy, cuz!” his cousin called back.

      Movement came from the shadows beyond the glowing eyes.

      “It’s the tree!” Theo screamed.

      The vines were upon him before he could say more.

      Again the things went for his legs, taking them out from under him before he could swing his sword. Theo crashed to the ground, the breath driven from his lungs, and his blade went skittering away. Gasping, he clawed at his dagger, desperate to free himself, but the vines were already around his wrists, dragging them back, pinning him against the earth.

      He fought them, but their strength was incredible, and soon his legs were trapped as well, his arms, his torso. Dark vines wrapped around his throat. Another cry was cut short as they pulled tight, stealing away his voice, his breath. Stars danced across his vision as he struggled to suck air into his lungs, to do anything but lie there, helpless before the deadly magic.

      Then he began to move. Slowly at first, then with increasing speed, as the vines dragged him through the leaf litter. Theo strained against his bindings as he was drawn away from the light of Calybe’s magic, away from salvation.

      Towards the red glow of the tree.

      Terror came upon Theo as he saw the awful face waiting. Slowly, inexorably, the maw opened wider, the blood-red glow beckoning. A cry built in his throat, but it could not be released. He could barely stay conscious. Darkness pressed at the edges of his vision and his lungs burned, crying out for fresh air.

      Dragged through the dirt, Theo watched his death approaching, helpless against a foreign magic.

      Just as he always had been.
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      “No!”

      The cry echoed through the forest. Summoned by the call, the glow of lightning intensified a hundredfold, so that even in Theo’s fading state, he saw its brilliance.

      Boom!

      With a growling, crackling roar, Calybe’s lightning struck the demon tree. Thunder crashed through the forest, the flash turning the world to black and white. Amidst the shadows, Theo glimpsed the dark face amidst the flames, its jaws twisted in a cry of rage.

      Then there was silence, and darkness.

      Theo gasped as his bonds suddenly fell away, restoring his breath. Coughing, he rolled onto his side, struggling to inhale through his bruised throat. Stars danced across his vision, though he could not tell whether they were from his near suffocation or Calybe’s lightning. Probably both. In that moment, he hardly cared.

      He was just glad to be alive.

      The sensation didn’t last long, as the crunch of footsteps approached through the darkness. Stifling a groan, Theo pushed himself to his hands and knees as Calybe strode up to him. The Magicker had already relit a torch—no doubt with a few last strands of lightning—and now stood over Theo, a familiar grin on his youthful face.

      “You’re okay!” he said, though Theo was anything but.

      He offered a hand which Theo ignored, opting to climb painfully to his feet instead. Calybe didn’t seem bothered. Shaking his head, he stepped past Theo and approached the tree, lifting the torch to survey his handiwork.

      “Good tip at the end there, cuz,” he murmured.

      Still struggling to catch his breath, Theo only grunted as he moved alongside Calybe. The lightning had all but torn the trunk in half.

      “Another of Archon’s creatures slain,” Calybe continued. “We’ll make a name for ourselves yet, right cuz?”

      Theo scowled. “You mean you’ll make a name for yourself,” he said, the pain in his throat making him snap. “I did nothing.”

      Calybe looked surprised. He slapped Theo on the shoulder. “You’re not still hung up on that magic stuff, are you?”

      “Hung up on it?” Theo snorted. “It’s the way of the world, Calybe. Magickers are the heroes, the leaders. The rest of us are just here to watch.”

      “You know that’s not true, cuz,” Calybe argued, a frown wrinkling his brow. “Your father, my mother, they’re all the proof we need! They never had magic, but that didn’t stop them from standing against the darkness, from defying Archon. They saved the world together.”

      Theo only raised an eyebrow. “No, they failed.” He turned away, eyes falling on the blackened ruins of the demon tree. “In the end, it was the Gods who defeated Archon. Even Magickers are but playthings to them.”

      “The Gods are not all-powerful, Theo…”

      “I know that,” Theo replied shortly, then sighed.

      There was no point arguing with his cousin. They’d had this conversation many times—it never went anywhere. It was impossible to convince a Magicker of his own privilege, however much it might be staring him in the face. Calybe, with all the power at his fingertips, could never understand what it would be like to…not have that power, to have to rely on others to protect him, to be helpless before the forces of the world.

      He would never have to suffer his mother’s disappointment.

      “Come on,” Theo said softly, “we should head back to camp. I’d rather not stay in this forest for the rest of the night.”

      “Ay,” Calybe replied, though he still eyed Theo closely. “That creature used up more of my magic than I expected. I wonder where it came from—”

      Theo spun as Calybe’s voice turned to a cry. His had staggered to a stop, his foot entwined…

      The torch fell from Calybe’s hands as he fought to free himself. In the distance, thunder crackled, but the lightning did not follow. Released from the Magicker’s grip, the storm had begun to dissipate.

      Amidst the flickering shadows, the vines leapt for Calybe, seeking to entwine him, to take him before the magic could arrive.

      Theo staggered back, watching in horror as the vines swarmed about his cousin. Light flickered in Calybe’s eyes, but it was weaker than before, and still the lightning did not arrive. Just as they had with Theo, the vines wrapped tight about Calybe’s legs, his arms, his torso.

      “Theo!” Calybe managed, and for once there was doubt in his voice. “Help—”

      The dark tendrils closed around the Magicker’s throat, cutting off his cry. Overhead, thunder crashed and lightning lit the sky, streaking down. Theo leapt back as it struck his cousin. Blue fire burned at the assailing vines, turning them to ash, and it seemed Calybe would free himself after all…

      …but more of the dark things swarmed from the shadows, replacing those that had fallen, faster than Calybe’s weakened magic could strike them down. Slowly the glow of lightning faded. Panicked eyes found Theo as darkness returned to the night.

      Heart racing, Theo leapt for his sword. It still lay where it had fallen. The vines made no move to stop him as he swept it up; they knew who was the true threat. Nearby, he glimpsed a fresh pair of red eyes watching, another of the demon trees lurking in the shadows. How many more were there?

      A muffled cry drew his panicked mind back to Calybe. The vines were slowly suffocating him, squeezing the life from his body. But they did not pull him towards the tree as they had with Theo. Did it fear another blast of lightning, like the one that had destroyed its fellow?

      Regardless, the hesitation gave Theo time to act. Sword in hand, he started towards the creature, then paused. His gaze was drawn to his cousin, swathed in the thrashing vines, powerless before this monster of the darkness. For the first time in Theo’s life, he recognised fear in his cousin’s eyes. Finally, Calybe knew what it was to be without his magic.

      If only they could have truly traded places, so that Theo could feel the rush as magic came to his aid, the exhilaration of its power pulsing in his veins…

      A shudder wracked Theo and his eyes fell to the sword. He swallowed and moved towards his cousin.

      The vines had grown thicker now, all but obscuring his desperate cousin from view. Calybe had truly expended most of his magic against the other creature, for no lightning fell now from the sky.

      Idiot.

      Theo would have never made such a mistake if he’d been blessed with the same power. But then, that was Calybe: a man of passion, of action. He had brought this upon himself, using his power so recklessly. He didn’t even have a second Magicker to aid him. Sure, he’d always said that Theo was his backup, that they worked as a team. But Calybe had never meant it. There’d always been a glint in his eyes as when he looked at Theo. He pitied his little cousin, that he had been gifted magic while Theo was left powerless.

      Yes, that was why he invited Theo on these quests—not for his aid, but as an audience to his exploits.

      How Calybe must regret that now.

      Theo tightened his grip on the sword. Its blade was sharp and the vines did not seem to have noticed his approach. Either that, or the demon tree thought so little of Theo that it did not consider him a threat. After all, what could a magic-less mortal possibly do to a creature born of Archon’s darkness?

      “Don’t worry, cousin,” Theo said softly, the blood pounding in his ears. “I can stop it.”

      He stood over Calybe now. His cousin lay bound to the forest floor, helpless. For a moment their eyes met. Jaw clenched, Theo raised the blade.

      And drove it through his cousin’s chest.

      Theo drew in a sharp breath as his cousin’s eyes grew wide. Shock showed in their sapphire depths—though pain quickly replaced it. Blood blossomed between the vines but Theo did not withdraw the sword. There was more to be done.

      Words rose from his memory, as clear as the day he’d read them from the pages of King Jonathan’s notes. His one talent. Softly, he whispered them to the darkness of the forest, a mindless incantation in a forgotten language. Dark magic, forbidden since the rise of the Gods. A spell to take the power of another.

      Theo smiled as he watched his cousin, seeing the terror in his face, even as the light faded from his eyes. The last glow of his magic died away, and his life with it, until Theo found himself looking on a corpse.

      Then gathering himself, Theo yanked back the blade and stepped away from his dead cousin. The vines thrashed about the body, gathering it up. He watched as they dragged it towards the waiting eyes. A shiver ran down his spine as the maw grew, stretching wide as his cousin was drawn within.

      Then it snapped closed, and Calybe was no more.

      Theo shivered as the red eyes turned on him. Silently he tossed the sword aside. It had performed its task. Closing his eyes, he fell into the meditative trance his mother had taught him all those years ago, when he’d still hoped to win her approval. How he’d longed to claim his magic, to make her proud.

      Such a fool that boy had been.

      With each breath, his consciousness drew inwards, his mind’s eye searching the darkness, seeking something, anything, to indicate the spell had worked. The dead king’s notes had been surprisingly clear. No wonder they’d been hidden away. Magickers did not want the world to know they were so vulnerable, that any common man could have their power, if only they had the courage to take it.

      Theo would change that when he finally overthrew them. It was only a matter of time now. He would never be helpless again.

      Deep within, a spark lit the darkness. He seized it with his mind, and suddenly found himself before a great, swirling pool of light. Incredible! He reeled at that power, hearing again the warnings of his childhood, of Magickers that had been consumed by it, driven mad by this force, their minds and souls taken. Not Theo. He did not fear this power. To him, it was a tool, a force to be used to cleanse the world, then finally discarded. He would not be consumed. He gripped the light with all of his mind.

      And lightning blossomed in his hands.
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      I was lucky to be here.

      To think, a mere peasant boy would be standing in the hall of a KING! My mum would never believe this! So much had happened this year, with the sickness in the early spring, and then the war getting so close that the Rangers used our house as a staging ground before beating the elves back… and then my mum, I can’t believe it.

      The all too familiar sickness caused his stomach to churn and he tightened up his stance, standing up taller before taking a deep breath.

      It’s time to be strong. I am here, I must make a new life for myself.

      Young Eldin was a boy of no particular regard, a peasant, indeed, having by chance bumped into one of the King’s couriers and somehow getting invited to apply for the job of servant-boy in Castle Taria’s most prestigious place, the home of the King himself.

      Standing in the empty hall at just a few hours past midnight, it was an odd time to be summoned to any place but as he stood before an empty throne, he was happy to have one good thing happen this year.

      There was a creak of a door someplace out of sight and a man with a black coat emerged with several other servant boys in the distance. They were carrying a large brown crate from what Eldin guessed was the kitchen, moving with haste to another door. They paused for a moment as the man in the black coat fumbled with his keys, moving between several silver keys and placing the golden one into the lock of the door.

      Eldin smiled but the other boys did not return a smile and though the man with the black coat looked towards him, he neither smiled nor frowned. The man shut the door and locked it again, himself, heading back toward the kitchen.

      “Master Eldin,” a voice said behind him.

      Eldin snapped back to standing tall while a plump man in red robes made his way in a grandiose spin.

      “Welcome to our happy halls,” the man jovially laughed.

      Eldin bowed, “Good to be here, sir.”

      The man placed the tips of his fingers together and nodded, “Good, good. You were one of a few that made their mark to take this task, but I knew your mother, boy. Though we cannot take in all orphans, I made special pleads to the King on the matter.”

      “My mother would have liked that,” Eldin said.

      “That she would’ve. I am Chanlur, that is also my title. You see, we have a special job here and as you may have guessed, you will not be working in the forefront of the King. Your work shall be in the hours after dinner and up to morning tea.”

      Eldin expected something like this. There was no way a lowborne boy of his station would be an actual royal servant. Still, this beat living in a burned out house or worrying about a random elf killing him in the woods. In fact, to know that he was serving the King who had protected the Taria Highlands from the elven incursions just added to the honor he felt to be standing in the castle.

      “Come, I will show you to your quarters.”

      Quarters? I get my own quarters?

      Eldin tried to hide the smile crossing his face as Chanlur motioned him to follow. They ascended a stairwell just behind the King’s throne.

      Up on the second level, he saw a woman standing beside an ornate door. Eldin slowed to stare when Chanlur jerked him by the sleeve of his tunic.

      “No. You do not even look that way at one such as her. Keep your focus this way.”

      Eldin resisted the thought of looking back and as they made their way down another corridor, he stole a single glance more. Realizing another woman was now standing with the first one. This one had dark hair as opposed to the first one that was blonde. He looked back to see Chanlur fidgeting with a door lock and hurried to catch up.

      “Apologies, Eldin. You see, the King’s quarters are guarded by more than just mere castle guards. I’d advise you neither converse with or look at the King’s women. If they are outside that door, then they are his. There are few rules you must know but above all, do not mix yourself with the King’s property.”

      Property? Eldin thought, You cannot own people. He wasn’t so daft that he didn’t know of the brothels in town or other less than honorable women as his mother had deemed them, but the King actually owned women?

      This was a strange revelation for him.

      Chanlur opened the door to a dark, barren room. Eldin couldn’t see anything in the blackness and the small candle burning on the table behind them did not give off enough light to help.

      Chanlur took the candle and entered the room, lighting a small lamp sitting on a wooden desk. As Eldin entered, he noticed that it was filled only with a single bed and a simple red robe, much like Chanlur’s own.

      “You will get changed. Your robe will signify you as one of mine. There are a small handful of others like you but they are in the King’s estates across Taria and one who lives in Michranok, the dwarven capital. All work for the glory of the King but it is here, that your work will be most important. You will meet the King formerly tomorrow night. Until then, I advise you get some rest, and remain in this room. I do not need to tell you that your position here is of upmost importance but I cannot have you roaming about. The King is rather angry over the loss of a good elvish bow to some deserting Ranger captain and between that and issues with apple shipments, he is rather touchy.”

      Chanlur bowed to him, moving out of the door and leaving it just ajar.

      “Those must be really good apples,” Eldin joked, causing Chanlur to look back in.

      “The best, young master, the best.”
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      Eldin had struggled to sleep. Partially, due to the newness of where he was and the luck in his position, partly nerves.  The air of the Castle was oddly unsettling. There was a sense of something amiss in this place that he couldn’t quite grasp.

      He emerged from his room sometime mid-morning and though he knew he was supposed to remain in the room, he found that there was a door just off to the side from where he had been stowed by Chanlur. Even from several paces away, he could smell the sea. He had noticed that while there was the occasional servant he could hear moving down the hallway, few if any, ever went this way. While there were other doors around him, none seemed to have been opened in some time. In fact, he wasn’t sure if they could even be opened anymore; this was not a part of the castle that was normally used.

      Eldin took hold of the circular ring and pulled at the door. The hinges creaked and rust snapped, the door was encrusted with weeds and dirt on the outside.

      This door IS really rarely used.

      The vast expanse of the Glacial Seas met him and a frigid wind blew into the castle corridor. He took a deep breath, filling his chest with the salty air. Stepping out onto a small stone balcony that was cracked and broken, he took the chance to get a better view of the waters below. He had always dreamed of adventure on the open oceans, to live a life beyond that of his old life. But now, he was part of the castle. He would build a life here and that was what mattered.

      “Aye! Open the damn door, these apples are nearly spoilt!”

      The voice screaming from somewhere below startled Eldin. He fell back into the darkness and then realized the shouting wasn’t toward him. He carefully looked back out from the door and noticed a series of docks far below and many ships at port. There was a long line of men moving up along a pathway that went into a passageway just below him.

      “Get the apples in, now! The King has been waiting.”

      This King has a thing for apples.

      But this wasn’t a concern for him. Perhaps, later, he’d at least meet the King when he was in a better mood than Chanlur had expressed several hours ago.

      He returned to his room. Sitting on the bed he began to think of how odd it was that he had taken a job that only had him actually working in any form in the hours when the King and most of the others of the castle, were asleep. Though, he had to admit he didn’t know what living and working in a castle required. He sighed, leaning back against the stone wall of his dark room and realized there was a small bit of light coming in from a rock above him.

      He stood up, using the bed as a platform to try to reach the stone.

      It was just out of reach. He went to the small desk and picked up one of the unused candlesticks. Returning to his bed, he began attempting to tap the light source above him. But as he managed to flick a piece of rock out of the way, he fell unconscious.
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      Eldin awoke in a cold sweat. Sitting up, he glanced around his dark room and felt a warmness pass over him. He tried to stand but his knees quivered and he took several deep breaths. This had been happening since the night his mother died. He only wished he would have been awake sooner that night… perhaps, it could have made a difference.

      No one can understand the feeling of waking in the blood of a loved one.

      But ever since, his mind would recreate the scene in some fantastical display of happenings a caricature of clichés. He never even saw her killer yet in his own vision he had seen a hooded man, a wild goblin, and a maniacal fairy. All odd and none more likely than the next. The town guards seemed little more than disturbed that they had to move a body and him? Well, the streets simply gained another orphan.

      There was a knock at his door, a soft tapping that told him it was time.

      He opened the  door to find Chanlur with a torch. His new master looked him over several times.

      “Are you ill?”

      Eldin swallowed and smacked his lips. His mouth was dry. He wiped a rogue trickle of sweat from his brow and shook his head.

      “I’m okay, I just had a nightmare.”

      Chanlur stared for a few moments and then motioned for him to follow. As they walked down an otherwise silent hallway, Eldin concentrated on the rubbing of Chanlur’s robes as the man walked.

      “The King had a rough day. He requires much in the realms of his own needs but he wishes to meet you,  first.”

      “What need could a King have?”

      Chanlur looked back at him, pausing mid-walk. “Be mindful of such questions and do not bellow them to the one who has taken you in. The King has needs that none of us could ever understand. Also, he needs more wine.”

      They detoured from the direct path to the throne room. There was a small passageway that connected two long hallways and a wooden door about midway down the passage. Chanlur opened the door and Eldin noticed there were several large bottles of blue liquid. The glass of the bottles were unlike any he had ever seen getting thrown out of the tavern near his house.

      “Elvish wine,” Chanlur said. “The King might claim he hates elves but he sure as Vankou doesn’t mind drinking their wine.” He pointed at a bottle. “Grab this, quick. We will take it to the King.”

      Eldin reached down and took hold of the neck of one of the bottles. It was at that moment, he felt Chanlur grab him by his shoulder.

      Eldin jumped, looking back at Chanlur, focusing into his master’s eyes. Eldin was afraid but at the realization of that fear, he felt energy growing around his head. A seething heat grew within him and he jerked away.

      Chanlur took a step back from him. “You recoil yet I have not harmed you. Why?”

      Eldin began to breathe fast yet at the same time, his vision focused around his master. He could see every nuance movement, the rise and fall of his breathing. As the warmness within him subsided, Chanlur didn’t pry at all.

      “Come on, before I deem this all pointless.”

      Eldin smiled yet he caught himself not understanding why. He moved forward, following Chanlur with the bottle of wine in hand.

      He swallowed a noxious spit and prepared himself to meet the King.

      Though he had seen the throne room many times, in almost every occasion it had been empty. This time, however, he emerged into an odd situation. The King was not sitting upon his throne as Eldin expected. No, this was not some proud King ruling over his subjects, this man barely seemed like he wanted to be there at the moment. While it was late and to be expected, Eldin assumed he would either be drunk at this hour or simply tired. But the King, leaning on to his right fist, lazily slumped to his side, just stared as an emissary from some faraway place rattled on.

      Chanlur stopped him just to the left the King as the emissary continued to plea.

      "Your war continues to ravage the lands and there is much talk of the end of your conquest. Can you give me something to take to my Lord, either a promise that the war will be over soon or something in the form of penance for the trouble and the fear you have brought to our mountain villages?"

      If Eldin was to notice anything that stood out about the King it was that he had a small entourage of women around him. Though they varied in age greatly from some about his mother's age to some possibly not much older than him.

      The King growled as he stared at the man begging before him and instead of answering the emissary and providing some word of comfort or promise of bountiful payment, he simply stared at his women up and down, scanning their bodies.

      The emissary looked as if he wanted to speak again but just before he did, the King put a single finger up to his lip, pointed directly at him. "You tell your King and your Queen and the proud lords of the Valley, and all of your little squeamish friends that when I am done with the elves, they shall have their peace. I have my own problems and my own serfs, I will not start wondering what neighboring kingdoms are worried of. Tell your King that and I must get back to," he looked at one of the women next to him, "more important things. Unlike him, I do not fill my bed with a grotesque pig."

      The emissary stared, looking as if he wanted to say something in protest to what he was just told but instead, firmly backed away in turn to leave the castle.

      As the King fumbled about to his side searching for what Eldin was sure was the rogue bottle stuffed near one of his fat rolls, Chanlur bowed and stepped forward.

      "My King," he said, "I present to you Eldin, my new servant. He has been fulfilling his role just as expected and in fact has brought you a worthy gift."

      Chanlur motioned for Eldin to come up, of course, the gift being the fresh bottle of Elvish wine.

      Eldin was meeting the King, something he always dreamed of doing but sadly as he approached this lump of a man with crumbs on his chin and heavy eyes from the excessive amount of alcohol already slammed down his throat, Eldin couldn't help but be let down.

      "Come now, boy, the King bellowed, "hand over that wine so I may quench my thirst and prepare myself for my other thirst."

      Eldin handed over the wine and the King snatched it up, popping the cork almost in a single motion of his hand and took a large swig. He wiped his mouth pointing at Eldin.

      "Chanlur, are you sure this boy can do the task that must be done. Your last one was not the greatest. Wasn't he the one that jumped from the cliffs into the ocean?"

      "I am, and no, that was the one before that. The last one tripped and fell down the stairs and landed on your sword, as I was told."

      The King nodded, "Oh, yes. I remember that one. He was a weird boy. He always seemed to be trembling."

      Eldin stepped forward, bowing but speaking quite out of turn, "I will not be like that boy, my Lord."

      The King belched, "Good, you must make sure that all are well fed yes, well fed. But it is always a worry when dealing with such sensitive things as apples and those that eat them.” He pointed at Eldin, “You must be careful, as should those that handle them before the get here… some were badly bruised in the last transport. You can't help but to wonder if the Rusis is purposefully hurting them. I wonder if he is slamming my apples against the castle wall?" He shook his head, "the Rusis aren't so bright, you know?"

      At that moment, the man that Eldin had seen leading the group of people to the locked door, emerged from behind the King's throne. The tall man with dark eyes had a hood over his head that further darkened his face. He simply stood with his arms crossed, staring out.

      The King looked over the side at the man that just emerged and jokingly jumped, "You can't just walk up on people. You are a freak of this world. Do not forget it, Rusis."

      This Rusis said nothing. He almost seemed like he wasn't even aware that he was standing there, a mindless drone, perhaps.

      At that moment, the door on the far end of the castle slammed open and a disheveled warrior ran in, partially limping but dropping to his knees before the King.

      "Sire, we have discovered that the one you paid the take care of your problem with the Ranger has fallen! The Ranger got away."

      The King stood up nearly stumbling and bellowed, "I paid the price of three good heifers to that man of magic! He said this would be an easy quarry! How did a homesick Ranger kill what was one of the greatest casters," The King collapsed back to his chair hyperventilating, slamming his fist over and over on the adorned wooden arm of his throne. He took several swigs of his wine and motioned for his women to begin touching him on his stomach and rubbing his head. They did so without question. "I'm going to need much more than this, my ladies. Come, it is late, we will retire to my quarters. I just can't deal with bad news such as this. I need, I need more!"

      As the King stood up, stumbling as he did so once again, women assisted him toward the stairwell that led up to his quarters. Chanlur knelt and Eldin did the same as the King and his harem left the throne room in silence.

      Chanlur looked at Eldin, "Good, you met the King. Now onto more pressing matters. I will take you to get the apples and you can see more of what you need to see.

      They went directly to the kitchen. It was on the same level as the throne room, down a short hallway and to the right through an open passageway. Here, Eldin noticed that a large oven and several black kettles were on one side of the rectangular room. On the other, a flat slab of stone with mixing bowls and random root vegetables. It was early winter and the fall harvest had been bountiful for both commoner and royal alike.

      At this hour of course it was rather quiet, though there was a small window which  was ajar and wind was whistling into the stone room. Chanlur and Eldin went to a backdoor in the corner of the room that led down three stairs to another room. It was a storeroom of sorts.

      Chanlur ended up going to yet another door and opened it slightly looking outside. Eldin looked in the crack of the open doorway and could see starlight.

      Chanlur shut the door again and looked at Eldin, “That leads down to the harbor. One of two that we have here in the castle. Our main supplies come through here, directly up the side of the cliff and into here, one of several storerooms but this is where you need to be concerned.

      The apples, a fruit talked about frequently before now, were nothing but a single bag not much larger than what one might need to feed four to six people a hefty serving of potatoes.

      Eldin took the bag, surprised. It didn’t even way that much.

      “These apples are all we need,” Chanlur said, “Come.”

      They exited the kitchen, heading back into the throne room. He was curious to where they were going but his curiosity would not be necessary for long. Much to his surprise they went to the door where he had seen the Rusis lead the people before.

      It was in this moment that Chanlur revealed he had a key to this place and Eldin couldn't shake an odd sadness and unknowing that he felt growing in his chest as the door was unlocked. Chanlur opened the door and a cold draft came up the circular stairwell that led into the darkness. But then, Eldin felt the warmness overtake him he had felt before. His heart rate began to pound in his chest and though he could feel himself sweating, for some reason, he relished as they descended down the rather dark stairwell.

      The air did not smell as the rest of the castle at all. It was moldy, almost sour, like old milk mixed with dirt.

      At the bottom of the stairwell, they came to a large wooden door which was not locked the first door, but was braced with many silver latches.

      Chanlur opened this, too, leading to a strange hallway with simple silver boxes not much larger than Eldin's hand. While this was a dark place, the glowing stones high above his head gave just enough light for him to see the gleam of silver boxes in the otherwise dark stone room.

      Chanlur looked down at him, "Your task in this castle is not to serve the king directly but to feed his Twilight unicorns. We keep them down here seeing as they hate sunlight. We breed them and sell them to places far away. Yes, you are going to feed unicorns. A lonesome task, it is a sad truth that you cannot look upon them. You will never get to see their beauty but I assure you that the beauty you expect is not what you would see."

      Chanlur went to the first of the silver doors. But calling them doors was a mistake to be sure they were more like simple boxes. Chanlur opened it and motioned for the bag Eldin held to his side.

      "One apple to each one every day. That is more than enough."

      As Chanlur reach into the sackcloth bag and pulled out the apple, he used his other hand to unlatch the silver box and set the apple inside it. He closed the box and Eldin heard the apple roll down and bounce several times before getting to its destination where the unicorn was.

      "Is this enough food for a full-grown unicorn? I understood that they’re larger than your typical horse. I just expected them to need more food than this."

      "You should not ask such questions, boy. You an expert with unicorns? Have you scribed your own parchments on the care of unicorns?"

      Eldin stared, blinking. He thought this was perhaps a rhetorical question, but it seemed Chanlur wanted an answer.

      "I," he wasn't really sure what to say. He just thought that perhaps unicorn would need more food than a typical horse, "I don't know about unicorns. Just what I’ve heard about horses and stories."

      Chanlur stared at him.

      "Okay, then you will feed each one apple and there will be no question. It is also important that no matter what you hear or think you hear that you just do your job. Do not bother the King or anyone else with your simple questions. In time your purpose will be more realized."
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      Eldin couldn't help but begin to feel sick again but the moment he did, the warmness returned to his chest. He didn’t know why but he felt himself want to laugh as he moved from silver box to silver box, opening them up and dropping a single apple. He began to think of the majestic unicorn having but one apple to eat a day. He didn't know why but it made him happy. As he thought about it more, he moved quicker, thinking of each of the majestic animals single ration. He began to feel the power of such act within his body. He never considered himself a cruel person by any means, but to think about the majestic unicorn, the defender of elves, the great mount of wizards, under the thumb of a mere servant boy…

      But he shook the thought of this, because it did seem cruel. But that really did not bother him like he figured it should. Besides, this was a simple task, a job that needs to be done.

      As he got to the twenty fifth or twenty sixth box, he realized that his bag of apples was exactly the number he needed to feed to the unicorns. He looked back to Chanlur.

      "Have you not seen the unicorns?"

      "I have," Chanlur said, "but unicorns like these are more for royal eyes, not for those of the commoner. I assure you it is not as beautiful as you may think, none of them."

      Standing there for just a moment, suddenly Eldin caught whiff of a horrible, gut wrenching smell. He looked around, checking his boots to see if perhaps he had stepped in something but couldn't quite find the source of the smell. Chanlur sniffed the air, catching what Eldin smelt.

      Chanlur stared at Eldin for just a few moments. Eldin had not seen his master show any real emotion at any point before this but he seemed to be sad. It was an odd revelation, quickly assumed to be incorrect as a cross glare made Eldin think that perhaps Chanlur was not at all sad after all.

      "Wait here," he said with a growl.

      Chanlur immediately turned and continued down to the opposite end of the hall they were standing in. Here, there was a dark door that Eldin couldn’t even tell was there until it was opened. A few moments passed and his master returned.

      "Not for royal eyes or a royal site. No, boy, but you were picked for this role. Come see the unicorn."

      Eldin noticed there was almost a hint of sarcasm in his tone. It was odd because generally, his master was straight forward with his language.

      He proceeded to follow his master, passing through the doorway and down to yet another passage where a great and wide pool of water spread out from the passageway. It seemed that this is the second dock that Chanlur had mentioned when they were getting the apples from the kitchen earlier. There were a handful of small torches along the wall but whether they were lit by attendants or some type of arcane fire, Eldin couldn’t tell.

      But here, he could smell the salty ocean just on the other side of the rocks of this cavernous place. Chanlur walked past several storerooms and the closer they got to what seemed to be a space beneath the room with the silver boxes were, Eldin began to sense that these were no unicorns but something else. There were bindings and broken ropes everywhere. These were far too small for unicorns.

      They came to a silver gateway where the smell became horrific. Chanlur pushed open the gate and motioned for Eldin to follow.

      This place was nothing but a long line of cold metal gateways, not a stable as he expected. Nothing about this place seemed fit for unicorns or horses, or any other animals. It was dark here and though Eldin wanted to see more of the unicorns that is not what he saw in the cage closest to him. Within the cell was no horse, no grand beast with a great horn, no creature of magic, not anymore at least. It was a person. A woman or as he stared and realized, an elf.

      Chanlur looked at him, "You see, this dear unicorn has died. We must remove it and make room for another."

      Chanlur spoke to him in a very stoic voice. Not of sadness, not of anger, just of the pure need for their task to be completed. He opened the cell and Chanlur began to drag the body.

      This isn’t a person. No.

      He went to the woman’s feet, he tried to put it out of his mind. Lifting them up, her skin tore from just the weight of her body. It seemed that this unicorn needed more than one apple per day, or perhaps she had been here that long. It was hard to tell. But this wasn't the first time that Eldin had seen a dead body.

      He couldn’t deny it but he still tried to.

      This is a unicorn. This is a unicorn.

      As he carried this woman wrapped in simple drapes of cloth from her place of death and out towards the harbor, if you could even call the shallow waters that would become her resting place a harbor, he wondered how many others have been taken this way. At the same time, he thought of his mother, seeing her lay there on the floor of his house covered in blood. Her attacker having escaped, not even blamed for the crime he had committed. But strangely, the feeling he had before, the shock and the anguish, vanished. As he carried this woman down the dock and tossed her body into the water, he felt no remorse.

      The sadness has faded. It is strange that I feel nothing over the death this woman. Wait, I’m mature. I am becoming a man. I should not feel sadness, no. Chanlur is fine. I am fine.

      He wondered of the bruised apples spoken about before. Perhaps, it wasn’t the apples as he had fed to these people that was referenced but that the apples themselves and the people that eat them… were the same in the eyes of the King.

      Though he wanted to be sad and though he knew he should have been, he felt nothing but the warmness growing greatly with his chest. Chanlur looked at him and then looked back to the water.

      "This happens. It's been happening more and more. Normally, I do not reveal such a thing to a mere servant boy such as yourself but you're different. You understand.”

      Eldin smiled just a little bit. He didn't even realize he was smiling until he saw that Chanlur was staring at him strangely.

      "Of course," Chanlur said, "This is a mere servant girl of the castle, she must've locked herself in accidentally and died."

      Servant girl? Oh, servant girl. That makes sense. Of course, the King would not keep women in a cage beneath the castle and feed them apples. That would make no sense at all.

      Eldin smiled slightly again and he heard Chanlur sigh.

      Too Eldin’s surprise, Chanlur knelt down making a motion with his hand from his forehead down to his lips, kissing his own hand before releasing the kiss seemingly over the water and in a form of blessing for the body of the dead woman.

      "May Etha guide you to the light, may death claim only your bones and not your soul."

      Chanlur had said a prayer for the dead servant girl. At first, Eldin thought nothing of it but then he felt a great sickness in his stomach once again. He winced in pain rubbing his side feeling as if he was about to vomit.

      Chanlur looked at him, "That smell has gotten to you, boy. Hasn’t it?"

      Eldin wasn't sure but he nodded anyway.

      "That is understandable, it nears the hour of dawn. Get back to your room and lay down, there is not much else for us to do here. And you will do the same tomorrow night. That is your task here, boy. Feed the unicorns and if you smell something strange, you let me know. You are not to come down here without my permission. Now, go up to the kitchen. They will have your food ready. You are quite lucky, remember that. You are eating even before the King.”

      Eldin wasn't sure what to make of his new task and his new life in the castle as a servant. Though, he didn't really know what to expect. Besides, he was just some orphan now. He had a simple task which consisted of feeding the apples and if he smelled something strange, letting his master know. In return, he had the safety of the castle and how many other orphans could say they lived in the castle?

      He was quite lucky.

      He returned to the main castle floor as he was instructed. Going to the kitchen, a servant set him out a broth of some kind with a portion of boiled meat and a handful of carrots.

      “You feelin’ sick?” the servant asked.

      “Just a bit.”

      The servant nodded to him and went to a jar on a shelf near one of the cauldrons. He pulled out a small green herb of some kind.

      “Easy medicine. It will calm your stomach.”

      He took the herb but as he walked to his room he realized he needed no herb or elven magic or anything else to heal him.

      He simply thought back to the body, the dead cold corpse that he had moved and disposed of with his master. The sickness wasn’t from the smell or the sight of the dead. In fact, he was feeling better already. He relished thinking over and over about the body and how it reminded him of his own mother. He would dream, he hoped, of more pleasant things.
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      Eldin awoke refreshed unlike he had in several days. Though he had simply slept for a while because the moment he went to his door he found that Chanlur was already standing there.

      "I thought I would need to keep knocking,” his master said. "But since you're awake I'll let you know I need you to feed the unicorns now. I have business to attend to elsewhere but now that you've done it once I am confident you can do it on your own. Chanlur passed him a key. This key is tied to your life.," He told him, "If you lose this key you lose your life. It is a most precious job you have here in the castle to keep the unicorns well fed. Remember, though, only one apple."

      Eldin stared at the slightly rusty metal object. It was like he had been given a present. The thought that he was worthy to hold such an item and have the power he had where before he was just a mere orphan, brought a real smile to his face.

      Chanlur departed well ahead of him as Eldin slipped on his boots and thought of the night ahead. To be honest it didn't take that long to feed the unicorns. He figured he could do that and come back in to stand on the balcony where he actually saw  an upper level of the castle and considering he had a key to the lower he wondered if he could access some of doors in the upper.

      Though, perhaps, that was a bit too much. He didn't want to anger anyone. The strangest part of this castle is that there were fewer guards and he expected. Sure, there were guards outside the castle and on the walls and throughout the city itself but within the castle itself there were really not that many guards at all.

      He knew there were two to three at the main doorway of the throne room, and of course, there was the shadowy man with the cloak, the Rusis. But he had not ever seen the Rusis holding a  sword or other object. He understood that Rusis did use magic and needing an actual weapon is pointless for one such as that.

      He made his way to the kitchen, surprised to see that one of the kitchen staff was actually still present. Though the feeble man looked up as he pushed the broom, directly staring at Eldin, he quickly averted his gaze and turned sweeping faster.

      Much like before, there was a sack of apples. He swung the bag over his shoulder and backed out of the kitchen and to the doorway that led down to the hall of silver boxes.

      It was quite strange to not see many others but that was his task. His task was not to entertain guests or to spin some wondrous story like a babbling bard. He was the castle's unicorn feeder and that was what he was going to do.

      But as he got to the door and prepared to unlock it, there was shouting and though he could not make out the words, he could hear the King's voice. The King was angry.

      Still, as the clamor got closer he noticed there was an elf walking into the throne room but away from the King and the Rusis.

      It seemed the King had been speaking to them outside and instead of the elf being told to leave the elf was coming into the throne room, no, was fleeing into the throne room. Apparently, trying to hide behind the throne itself. Eldin stood there blinking, watching as the elf hid behind the throne and both the King and the Rusis approached. The King had a sword out and was pointing it directly at the cowering elf.

      "You cannot hide from me, or my pet here. I do not know why you try to run away like you do. No excuse is good. The last batch of apples was horrible. Three of them have rotted. We can't be having this. We can't have subpar results. You know how much I pay?"

      As the king came around the throne the elf who had no weapon or object of magic, tried to run. The King swung his sword, just missing the man's neck. The elf tripped and fell before the Rusis who grabbed him by the back of his cloak dragging him into the center of the throne room.

      Eldin knew he should just go back to his duties but instead he crept up to the edge of the throne looking around as the Rusis held the elf down. The King went to thrust his sword into the elf but it seemed the King had been drinking too much and he missed. Instead, he simply struck the elf’s arm. The elf cried out, blood pouring out from the wound. The King cleaned his blade on the elf’s robe, stumbling about as he did.

      "Rusis, deal with this." The King said plainly.

      The Rusis threw the elf onto the ground who though bleeding and holding his arm lifted up another hand begging for the Rusis to have mercy. But just as before, the Rusis, almost in a daze, simply lifted both of his own hands summoning flames within his palms and engulfing the elf in fire, bringing about an agonizing death to the already suffering soul. But the Rusis didn't stop at the mere silencing of his victim, he continued to burn the elf, his body becoming blackened until there was nothing but an ashy mess upon the ground.

      Eldin returned to his duties. The dealings of the King and the Rusis were not his business. He began his simple task of delivering the apples to the unicorns. He was about to open the twentieth latch when he swore he heard crying.

      It was strange for a unicorn to be crying but in the back of his mind he knew these were not unicorns he was feeding. Though he did not smell any bad stench and thus had no reason to tell his master, he was curious of the crying.

      Though if it was more so to relish in the fact that something was crying or to help someone that needed it he wasn't too sure. He did not understand his own emotions regarding this.

      He also wasn’t sure it was coming from somewhere below him where the unicorns were.

      Perhaps, another servant girl?

      Still, he went to the door leading out to the harbor, which would have been much to the dismay of his master had his master been watching. But then the crying stopped.

      He thought to go take a deeper look at the unicorns, but this was beyond the scope of his ordained task. There was no chance that anyone was dead or at least not one he could smell. But as he stood there just off the docks where they disposed of the dead servant girl before, he could hear something in the water. He went back up to the door just out of sight. What ever it was, it was coming in. At that point he realized that indeed there was a ship coming up to dock.

      In a few moments, the ship came to rest against the wooden docks. He saw his master emerge from the darkness of another portion of the subterranean caverns. He knew he probably shouldn't but he decided to go ahead and reveal himself to his master. Yes, of course his master's business was not his own. But he could hear his master was angry.

      He might need me. Or, maybe there is an issue.

      As he headed to the docks it seemed that the ship had no flag of any sort and did not have a crew of the King's men but men just simply wearing silver robes, he realized he'd not seen a ship like this before.

      As Eldin approached, Chanlur lifted his hand.

      “Stay.”

      Eldin stopped. A few moments passed the man in silver boarded his ship again. As the ship moved away from the dock, Chanlur jerked his gaze towards Eldin.

      "I told you not to come this way. I have no idea why you're here. There was no reason for you to come down here, none. Why would you come to this place? Hear something else did you? I told you that was a servant girl. Why would you come down here again? Why would you come down here?"

      The barrage of questions shocked Eldin. He wasn’t too sure what else to say.

      "I apologize, master."

      Chanlur looked back as the ship left the dock and vanished into the blackness.

      "Go, go back to your room and await me there. There is much going on in the castle…” he paused, “Very much… perhaps, there is much that we should talk about. I did not take you just because you were some lone orphan. I will explain more to you soon. You have delivered the apples as you were supposed to, correct?" Eldin nodded.

      "Okay, that is good. I apologize for my anger but there is much… at risk. Await me in your room, and I assure you I’ll explain more. But do tell me the truth now. Why did you come down here?"

      "I thought I heard crying,” Eldin said.

      "Okay."

      The conversation was short and strange. He expected Chanlur to say something else but he didn’t.

      Eldin made his way as he knew back into the castle. He emerged from the door that led from where he fed the unicorns, back up the stairs to the throne room. He was met by a not-so-friendly face. The Rusis glared down at him. Behind him, there was a long line of females. Many of these were crying and a few had bruises on their faces. Worse, some of them were quite young, younger than even he, and he had seen fifteen winters.

      "Move,” the Rusis said plainly.

      Eldin went to get out of their way when he saw that one of the women, though bound by her hands with lashes covering her arms, began to run. She dashed across the throne room, doing anything she could to get away.

      Eldin wasn’t sure what to do, he thought to call the guards but before he could do it, the Rusis sent a blast of crackling lightning from his hand directly into the fleeing girls back, dropping her to the ground.

      His spell bounced from her head, down her body, curling out of her right foot. A smoking, smoldering form remained. Even from a distance, Eldin could tell she was dead.

      He did not dare to even look at the Rusis again. He simply returned to his room as he was told. There was much going on in the castle and he did not want to be mistakenly taken as someone that was causing the trouble. As he sat in the darkness of his room he glanced at the source of the small bit of light shining down.

      The light took his focus. He thought about it, he thought of the light he had seen on his first night here and how it felt when he saw it. Now, he enjoyed the darkness. Though he didn't know if that was the purpose of this room, break or alter him, so that he could feel as he felt now… something about him had changed.

      He was cool yet warm at the same time. He tried to think of the sunlight and the happiness in his life. To think of his mother’s face and the life she built for them, he could not. He didn’t think he had ever been happy. Not like now, now with the purpose he felt. Though, at the same time, it was not a big purpose whatsoever.
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      It was not too long until Chanlur came into the room. He did not knock, he simply entered, sighed, and sat beside Eldin on his bed.

      "With so much transpiring in the darkness beyond this place. I must ask you, why did you go to the sound of the crying? Would you seek to do something about it? To help them?"

      "I thought it was a unicorn, perhaps hurt. But as I got closer there was nothing."

      “You lie, badly, I might add."

      There was a long silence. Finally, Chanlur put his hand on Eldin’s shoulder and though it should have been an active comfort to him, it wasn't. In fact, Eldin felt disgusted. Though Chanlur meant nothing of ill will.

      "I must tell you, you were born under a silver moon, you were destined to have a high level of spiritual power. I do not know much of you but my prayers have revealed that there is a power within you, a true birthright. There is much that goes on here and I want to believe that you are here for a true purpose beyond what I've already told you. I was charged in my true task in Taria, a task known to few, but given to me by the goddess Etha."

      Eldin knew the name Etha. It was the same name that he sometimes said in his prayer before but now as he thought about the name, and her statues that were near some of the Elven shrines in the woods outside the castle walls, he again felt sick.

      "You know what goes on here is not to the liking of the goddess. I'm here to stop it. Though the death of your mother is not something I foresaw, the moment it happened I knew I had to act. You are one of many children but the only one I could find. I prayed the night before her death that it would be revealed to me and then I saw you. I heard of her death and knew I needed to take you in. Do you understand?"

      Eldin did not understand but he nodded instead of admitting that.

      "I don't expect you to understand what exactly is going on or your purpose in all of this but you have significant spiritual power, beyond that of myself. I'm a holy man but only a mere student of magic. But not all need it. I have woven my own web for the King and his kind. Much happens, yes. I'm going to disrupt what the King does though I feel that the King has become suspicious. I trust you, Eldin."

      This is not a reveal of a greater plot, it is a test of my faithfulness the King.

      Eldin stood up. “I will tell the King of your treason. You speak against our Lord, you use the Elven religion and the name of the goddess."

      Chanlur jumped to his feet, slapping Eldin with the back of his hand.

      "Don't tell me what you think you know. This is not some test of your loyalty. Wake up, see what you need to see. Seize the path that will help countless others. The King has moved in many children to be sold.

      “It is of a greater fear that tomorrow night will become a night of bloodshed. In the old religions that have since fallen away, it was a night of sacrifice. A dark night, hallowed to those of evil. I believe he's moved in these children not to sell many of them but to sacrifice them and absorb their power. He sees himself a King of all, but he deserves a blade in his throat.”

      Chanlur rubbed his own hand, though Eldin’s face still stung. “That blade will be placed by us. I watched out for you boy. I brought you here and I will continue take care of you once we have deposed this ruler. The elves will move in and I will ensure they have a clear path to break Taria of this evil king once and for all. We have but one moment to save the children or evil will fill these halls. Darkness already does. Keep heart, as the hour draws near, I need you as an ally. We must ensure a pathway to the ship remains open. Tomorrow night when all things transpire, you will go down to the unicorns because I know you're not dumb but you are strong. You were prepared to do what was necessary, to turn a blind eye. Now, you can embrace the true path. A single ship will come into the harbor and you will lead the children to the ship. Get them on and then hide. When all is over I will retrieve you from the depths of the castle. I trust you to do this. Etha will be with us."

      Chanlur bowed to him and then departed the room leaving Eldin alone to his thoughts. Though still early, his mind raced and as he lay down on his bed he thought of everything that Chanlur said. He began to think of his righteous deed, to do what was needed tomorrow, and the help he was to give to these many children… but he felt cold.

      He thought back to the body of the dead servant and how he knew even then that the body was no servant but a prisoner. He thought back to Chanlur praying and how sick it had made him. Instead, of those memories, he went to sleep dreaming of becoming more affluent in his own mind and the dead that would be because he knew that this coming night would be one of darkness.

      Eldin had been laying there struggling to sleep.

      Though initially he was tired and closed his eyes, drifting off to a place of dreams, it did not last. What he found instead was the small amount of light that his first night in this place had drawn him up to try to touch, now caused his face to turn. He could not look at it. In fact, his mind kept tracing back to the body and how it reminded him of his mother.

      There was a growing feeling within the halls of the castle, and he could not shake it.

      He did not want to shake it.

      He kept thinking of what Chanlur had told him and of his task to come, it seems simple enough. All he had to do was go down to the lower levels and wait for a ship and then help get the children out of the castle. He did not know what Chanlur was actually going to be doing but considering he was going against the King he expected Chanlur had weapons or something of that sort. But, then again, Eldin was a bit confused as well, he understood that it was wrong for children or people in general to be kept like these were kept but he questioned if the King truly knew. Still, he shook the thought forcing himself to try to sleep a bit longer. He felt as if something was watching him but he could not see anything in the darkness. But, as his eyes slowly closed he felt solace in the truth that there was something watching him.
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      There was a soft knock on door. He did not know how long he had been sleeping but he opened his eyes and sat up.

      "Eldin, it is time."

      His master's words were short but firm.

      Quickly slipping into his boot, he gathered his things, donning his red robe to look much like his master. As he opened the door Chanlur looked at him and nodded.

      "Are you ready?"

      Eldin nodded slowly and Chanlur embraced him.

      "It is time, it is time to do what we are to do. The gods would not have put you on this path if they did not think you can complete it. We have many friends that are going to help us but I not want you to worry about the events inside the castle. Focus on the ones below, they will be frightened. But as soon as the ship arrives, get them to the ship. Those of the ship will tend to them. Then hide," he said looking in Eldin’s eyes, "I will come for you."

      They began making their way to the stairwell and at this moment, passing through the throne room, he realized that almost all the torches of the throne room were out. He thought for a moment that he saw a hooded figure walking some distance away but before he could get a better look, Chanlur forced himself between Eldin and the figure.

      You have no right to stand between me and them.

      Eldin's random thought was confusing to him. Why was he saying such things? He did not know or understand this.

      They came to the door of the stairwell and Eldin took his key unlocking the door and opened it.

      "Etha be with you," Chanlur said.

      The very name of Etha caused a sick feeling to grow within Eldin’s stomach. He didn't understand why either. He had always heard positive things of Etha, the goddess of the elves… but he took a deep breath and ignored it. Chanlur was not to follow him. His master nodded and shut the door.

      He began down and into the dark dungeons of the castle. He came to the hall where he would normally drop apples to each of the ones beneath him but that task had changed.

      It was particularly quiet in the castle tonight but even with that he swore he could hear crying again.  He made his way out to the subterranean harbor and he noticed that any light that had been here before was gone. Artificial light that was. There were many glowing mushrooms and glowing stones around him. This place was clearly much older than the castle that set atop it and if he found a place to keep watch on the waters he waited for the ship that was promised to come.

      Though as he sat there he felt no fear. In fact, of all the nights since his mother's death and the time he spent on the streets, he felt the calmness and the safest in the blackness of the deep night. He felt as if family was not too far away. Though he wasn't sure why he would feel such a thing considering the only family he knew was dead.

      As he sat there, he closed his eyes and began to try to pray as his mother used to tell him to but instead of seeing the white face the great goddess, he felt something older. Stronger.

      Still as he wandered through his own mind he thought about the fact that Chanlur had said he was special. There seemed to be something within him that was beyond the mere boy that everyone saw, in fact he felt there were two somethings, two voices.

      One was that of a small boy that would create beautiful drawings for his mother, that would smash berries on a simple plank of wood, he could still hear her laugh.

      He could still see her coughing on her own blood, as the life left her eyes. Such a horrible thing to see the death of a loved one. But that was the little boy in his mind. That was not the voice of power that he felt, the comforting glare of the darkness, that which gave him strength to put him along a different path. It wasn't his fault, of course. When he was no older than three winters his mother had told him he had fallen sick and that a witch in the woods had assisted his mother in chasing the sickness from his body. He could still feel her ragged hand on his back, speaking her words of magic.

      Oh, how weak she was.

      He never knew his father but that was because his father was not some highborn Lord who had simply abandoned his bastard in the woods, nor had he fallen in battle in some faraway place defend the rights of people. No, his father was only there for a night at most. His mother had never told him but he had heard the whispers. There was no love in his creation. There was tastiness, drunkenness, terror. But his mother had always tried to build a better life for him. That is why they had come to Taria. It was considered one of the safest places outside of the capital cities of the East.

      The waters of the harbor were disturbed, shifting and splashing in the rocks in the darkness and the veiled outline of the ship. It became apparent that he could not see the full vessel, he could only see the red coals from what would have been torches on the ship itself. No doubt, they were doused prior to getting close the ’castle so they would not be seen. This was the way out for the children.

      He stood up, looking back towards the sea where the children awaited. He was becoming drenched in sweat and his hands shook as he began towards his betrayal of the King.

      In his mind he thought to himself these were just unicorns. As he walked down the long line of cold dark cells looking into each of them the weeping became louder and the many prisoners cried out to him.

      "Please,” one of them said

      "Help us!" said another.

      They were so desperate, so desperate to do anything to get out of their situation. Just a few more moments and they would be safe. He could save them and do something truly good. He saw a rotten apple that had come down from above. Rolling once it hit the cell floor slipping out to the bars on the other side, becoming a horrible torture for the occupant inside. In fact, it was so horrible that it appeared the occupant succumbed to her hunger. He picked up the apple without any hesitation and bit into the rotten flesh. He spit it out into another cell.

      The woman inside the cell scurried to grab the apple and Eldin took a deep breath.

      "They're all just unicorns."

      "Out.” He did not open any latches or unhinge any doors, he just left.

      There are no children here. Only unicorns. But there is a traitor in the castle.

      If those upon the vessel that came to save the children that were not here could see him, he was not sure. But he just kept repeating to himself there are no children, they’re only unicorns. His nervousness fell away. His honor, as he saw it, was strong.  He must warn the King that there was a traitor in their midst. He was placed here by another power to protect the King from the reach of the Elven goddess. In truth, he relished in the power afforded to him. The power of control, power, and the same bubbling string that he had that night he choked his mother to death.

      The two voices were gone. He heard only one. The voice that told him in the night for the last few years that he could rise above his place in the world. The one that told him to capture the field mice and cut off their heads.

      His mother had found the heads that he had collected and claimed she was going to take him to the elves so they could purge him of the sickness again.

      But that night, the night of his mother's death, he had decided that he needed nothing purged. Why? Why purge that which gave him power.

      He hurried up the stairwell and as he emerged into the other side he realized the throne room had been converted to something else entirely. He no longer saw the walls instead he only saw the site of floating green crystals hovering in the corners of the room. But his attention had been diverted away from the dozens of black cloaked individuals standing only arms reach away from him. One was looking directly at him, an emanating presence rolling off of this person's body but did not cause any fear or coldness. This was family. As soon as he began to step forward a great light shined ahead and he saw a statue of a horned figure with two great arms that went out just like his except the fingers became like tentacles. A smell of blood in the air and stacked corpses directly next to the statue the seemed to be drawing him closer with each breath he took. One of the two hooded figures near the statue threw down his hood and Eldin saw the King.

      "You are Chanlur's servant, why are you here? Speak before the blood of the dark goddess is cast upon you. Speak before your eyes are drawn out of your head!"

      Eldin was not afraid. He knelt just before the great statue.

      "My King, I come into your service and I am thankful for it. I have taken action to protect your life and to protect our way of life here."

      "What action?" Another figure said. This one was standing directly next the King.

      Eldin didn't know this person. He stood up reaching out a single hand and feeling that this central figure had a great level of power.

      "You're a high priest of the old god, are you not?" Eldin asked.

      Though he did not know how he actually knew this. He was not speaking as he once was but as he would be. As the power that had been growing within him surged the warmest sensations he had ever felt floated over his body.

      "That is true," the man said.

      "I did not know when Chanlur brought this boy here that your own perception was correct, priest,” the King said.

      The priest removed his own covering and went down to Eldin.

      "You were right to come here. You've been drawn into the fire of that of the old god, I can feel his hand upon your heart." He looked back to the King. “The energies of our Lord are strong upon this one. The priest looked back to Eldin, "Who's your father?"

      "My father is the darkness, the intoxicating force of lust."

      The King now came towards Eldin but he did not look at the King. Instead, he stared at the great statue of the god. The King looked back at the statue and then to Eldin.

      "What is it you wish to say, why have you come here?"

      "Someone sought to steal our unicorns, sir. I have ensured that they are safe. And I must tell you that the one who claimed to be my master, the man that wears red robes like mine is a traitor to you.”

      The King's eyes looked up and suddenly there were blinding flashes from within the crowd of those assembled. Streaking lights struck just near the King, one of them hitting the priest. But even so, even though the priest was injured, he lifted his hands and made a gripping motion.

      The attackers were drawn out of the crowd as Eldin looked up to see the statue's eyes flashed red. It was in that moment the priest held aloft four figures and the fires around the statue began to grow bright. In the arms of the statue he saw a bleeding child.

      He smiled and cackled looking at the squirming would be assassins. They were elves. As one of them went to speak, his face began to bleed and he convulsed before dropping to the ground. The two remaining elves said something, casting energy towards one of the three of them with a glowing emblem of the goddess Etha around their neck. This one said something in elvish before drawing a small dagger and breaking the grasp the priest had on her.

      She ran jumping for the priest but the King swung his blade, burying his sword deep into her flesh piercing through her armor and out her back.

      The two remaining elves were still suspended in the air.

      "Do you wish to question them, King?" the dark priest inquired.

      "No, thanks. Because of the wisdom of our servant here we know exactly who is to blame. Draw their blood out for our Lord and we will seek out the one who has truly betrayed us this night.”

      Eldin did not have to say anything else. And without any actual command those that were gathered in the hall began the search for his initial master. But not him. Not Eldin. He instead did not even follow the King as the King went about looking for Chanlur. Eldin stood with the priest as he brought each of his two captive elves to the altar of the dark God. He dragged off the corpse of the child from the hands of the god and used his powers to move the two elves on to the altar.

      "I sense your power, boy. But know it is not just the power within you but the power that has split you in two. Was it mice or was it birds?" the priest asked.

      "Mice,” Eldin said.

      "Good, good. Then you embrace the greater hand. It means your initial possession was much stronger." The priest nodded along drawing out a large silver knife and suspending it there with just his hand. "Soon, I will get to work with you on delicate procedures such as this. The King is a fool. But a fool is easily led if you simply show a few sleight-of-hand tricks.

      “I am building something great, my child. I have created many such as you and I will continue to do so. Mothers are truly strong when you bathe in their blood… is it not empowering?" The priest said, smiling as the blade began to pierce over and over into the ancient flesh of the wood elves who unbeknownst to them had offered themselves as sacrifices with their planned treachery. Blood gushed all over the hands of the statue.

      Eldin was where he was meant to be. His true family realized.

      It was only a few moments more before he heard the shouts and clamor of battle and a few more moments after that when Chanlur was dragged into the room before the priest, before the statue of the dark god and before Eldin.

      "What?" Chanlur said. "We were so close, so close to saving the children! I have spent years trying to reach this point. You are the one, you were the one that was meant to take us from this place. All the paths led to this time and place for me to be done with this vile evil! Why have you betrayed me? Why have you betrayed the children? Why not bring them into the light?"

      The King and the priest looked at Eldin and Eldin reach back taking hold of a small dagger on the altar before the statue. He flipped it in his hand several times before walking directly up to Chanlur who was bound by his hands and feet and thrown before him.

      "But master Chanlur, what do you speak of? The unicorns must remain in the dark. You’re a friend of my mother, right. Have faith and rejoice to your goddess, you will be reunited with her soon.”
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      Chanlur looked out. Staring at the statue before him, and the dark god reawakened in a world that he had thought had forgotten the old ways. Chanlur had tried to do something to honor his goddess, he had thought that Etha led him to a child to take his mantle in the service of the elven goddess..

      But as the great King and his priest looked upon the very child the Chanlur had rescued from the streets, Chanlur knew he made a mistake that he would not make again.

      As the first bite of Eldin's dagger nicked his neck he cringed in pain feeling the warm dribble of his own blood going down his throat. He began to cry and thought that perhaps this boy he had saved would pause but at that moment he saw the of red in the boys eyes. A new priest of the dark god was reborn, a demon in physical form. No power of the goddess could save Chanlur now.
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      There was a loud crash as the shambling corpse overturned yet another table full of vials and implements.  Its strength was considerable, unimpeded by the brain’s limitations to protect the body from harm or any sense of order.  Already, the floor of the laboratory was covered in shattered glass and various, indescribable viscous liquids.  It was the sort of mess that was a danger all on its own, as the liquids began to mingle, threatening to release toxic gases or worse.

      “Stop,” he commanded.

      The corpse paid him no heed, continuing to thrash around the laboratory, smashing bottles and jars, detaching shelves from the walls, knocking books to the floor to become gummed up, and disturbing all the other experiments in progress.  It wasn’t an act of malice; the corpse was simply mindless despite being animated.  One more failure in a long line of them, the recently reanimated peasant was now threatening to set him back months.

      When the body began to stumble toward Daorun, the necromancer took a few tentative steps back as he called up his arcane power.  His anger over these failures fueled his magic, but at the same time, the hopelessness of his situation made it more difficult to focus.  Nevertheless, before the bumbling corpse could crash into him or destroy any more of his work, he pulled the animating force from the body, sending it ungraciously in a bent heap on the floor.  Within moments there came the sizzle and pop of flesh being corroded and melted by the dangerous mix of chemicals the zombie had knocked to the floor.

      Daorun sighed.  Another wasted subject.

      Necromancy was a touchy form of the arcane, something that required incredible willpower, focus, confidence, and desire to put into practice.  Far more so than any of the simpler, more destructive practices normally associated with mastery of the arcane.  Destruction was typically the easiest thing to manage when one tapped into magic, but bringing the dead back to life?

      Close to it, anyway.  Occasionally, the priests of the Unity were able to produce miracles such as bringing back the recently deceased or, according to their legends – for Daorun had never thought of them as anything more – having brought back someone who’d been wholly destroyed by fire.  That was the only form of “death magic” the people generally accepted.

      The commoners shunned those of the necromantic persuasion, and the aristocracies and crowns drove them out with violence in most cases.  The practice was illegal within the kingdom’s borders, but Daorun had long since gotten the secret permission of the monarchy to continue his research.  He’d been warned to keep himself and his work hidden, but he was being financed by the crown under the table, and he knew there was something the king and his family must want if and when he perfected his art.

      Perfected, he thought with a grimace, looking down at the corpse, silent and lifeless once again.  I have not even begun to make headway with my project.  I wonder if she’s had any more luck in recent days…

      Another experiment had ended in failure.  Daorun would have been far more disappointed if it hadn’t been the expected outcome.  For months, he’d been trying to perfect his necromancy: to not just reanimate the body but bring back the soul with it.  It would be the first step on the long road to immortality, but the most important one.  Manipulating a corpse to prevent rot and even allow healing seemed a simple thing compared to drawing back souls to their old body.  But it was pointless to think about those things until he had a real reason.

      Oh, certainly, animating an army of undead minions to overrun his enemies was always a valid exercise of his power, and if they could be repaired or even made to heal on their own?  Well, that would be an army the king and his neighbors alike wouldn’t know how to deal with.  It was just another in his long list of goals, but for the time being, it was a pointless gesture.  The king kept him financed, let him take corpses from the graveyards when no one was around, or even let him reap useless peasants for fresher bodies at times.  And, best yet, King Matthew only sent pests to ask after the experiments’ results once or twice per moon, which meant Daorun was usually left in peace to do his work.

      No, there was no reason to entertain the thought of overrunning the kingdom – yet.  For now, he had a more personal quest to satisfy, something that would be of value to the king and countless others eventually, but not before Daorun accomplished his personal ends.  But all of that came back to this singular problem: getting the damned souls to come back and re-inhabit their bodies.

      Daorun scowled down at the mess the zombie had made.  Mindless, it had gone berserk before he’d had the opportunity to control or try to speak to it.  Even fresh from an alleyway in the nearby town, the soul had already been far gone when Daorun began his experiment.  Though it hadn’t begun to decay, there’d been nothing in the heart and mind when it’d been reanimated.  Instead, it just became a mindless, destructive nuisance, the sort not even useful as a servant.

      Fortunately, whatever mixtures it’d created among the mess weren’t terribly dangerous.  Some acid had pooled on the floor, but the stonework here was proof against the corrosive, and more importantly, none of it had touched the wards about the room’s edges.  That was the far bigger concern to Daorun.  A mess could be cleaned up, but demonic spirits coming to inhabit a newly risen corpse was a much deadlier issue.  At best, he might be able to destroy the corpse, but even severing the animating power wasn’t enough once an unclean spirit came to reside in it.  If such a thing were to escape his mountain retreat and begin wreaking havoc on the surrounding countryside or even make directly for the kingdom seat, it would be the end of Daorun’s experiments.  At the very least, it’d be the end of the support he received from the crown.

      Building a new retreat, equipping and supplying it, and beginning his experiments all over from scratch would take years.  And every day these failures continued was another day that her soul was away from her body, taking her that much farther from his necromantic grasp.  He had promised himself that he would do whatever it took to bring his wife back, no matter how many kingdoms he had to fleece or how many peasants he had to kill.

      He would take her back from the arms of the Unity no matter the cost.

      “Where is that woman?” he grumbled, kicking at a piece of broken glass.  He was about to bellow for his partner but thought better of it.  Instead, he conjured up a wisp of wind to send a message to his porters, that they might come clean up before she saw the mess.

      Soon, a couple of the goblinoid slaves came bustling into the chamber, nearly slicing their feet on the broken glass.  Daorun didn’t have to speak a word; they got to their chore without command.  They may have been sub-human and dumber than a sack of rocks, but they worked hard.  Harder than their corpses would if he had to kill them and reanimate them as labor.  For now, that work ethic made them worth more alive than dead.

      For now.

      Once there was a clear path to the door, though, he swept past them as if they weren’t there.  It was time to see if his partner was having any more luck.

      “Antasirras!”
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      “Antasirras!” he bellowed again as he threw open the door to her laboratory.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder with that quiet calm he still hadn’t gotten used to.  Nearly all his fury fled at the sight of that pink, slitted reptilian eye staring back him, unblinking, emotionless.  As much as he wanted to scream at someone, his Satrisian partner was not the one to take out his frustrations on.  For one thing, he couldn’t afford to annoy her and risk her leaving him to carry on this work alone.  And for another, it just wasn’t worth yelling at someone who never reacted to it anyway.

      I may as well yell at a support column, he grumbled internally.

      The lizard-woman gave a shake of her head, sending her frilly fins dancing about before they settled on the backs of her shoulders again.  Her green scales had oddly faded to a muddy, almost rusty brown color since she’d taken up residence in his hidden tower.  Daorun knew little of the Satrisians as a people, and every day, every encounter and conversation with this woman turned out to be a lesson on many things.  Foremost, just how frustrating it could be to deal with someone with nearly muted emotions.

      “Something vexes you?” she asked in her hissing, sibilant accent.  She was remarkably well-spoken with the kingdom tongue, considering her people were from far to the south and their mouths were not even vaguely human in design.

      Daorun had heard her talk to herself occasionally when she didn’t realize anyone else was around, but the language of the Satrisians seemed to be a mixture of hisses, whistles, and clicks of the tongue as much as anything recognizable as words.  They were a fascinating people, if one wanted to give them the honor of being called such, but useless to him on the whole.  He needed Antasirras for her insights into necromancy, nothing more.  If she truly helped or even surpassed him in his experiments, he might take her on as a slave and have her mass-produce the effects – perhaps in creating that army he dreamed about.  He couldn’t think of what else the scaly creature might be good for beyond her necromantic skills, though.

      “Just another useless, bumbling corpse,” he muttered, not bothering to yell at the woman.  “How have you fared today?”

      The lizard woman turned to face him, her purple robe barely swinging as it hung heavily.  He took in the sharp details of her reptilian face, the little spiky protrusions, those frilly fins, the odd, pink eyes with the disconcerting slit pupils.  As much as they were called the lizard-people, Daorun could see elements of snake and other reptiles in their makeup this close.  She stared evenly at him for a moment, but then her upper lip peeled back just enough to show sharp teeth.

      “The same as you have, I suspect,” she hissed.  “Animating corpses is never an issue, so I have been devoting my time to trying to contact spirits.  This is proving much more difficult than any of the paltry experiments you have tried to date.”  She either missed the tension in his posture as he straightened up, or just didn’t care.  “I think what we need to do is try some of these spirit-contacting experiments outside your wards.”

      “Are you mad?” he demanded.  “Bring a demon to reside in one of these corpses – or even within you yourself! – and that will be the end of our work.  Perhaps just in this kingdom, but if we unleash something like that, no place might be safe.”

      Antasirras tilted her head to the side ever so slightly, though the unblinking eyes managed to make a familiar gesture chilling, nonetheless.  “You fear that a spirit could so easily wrest control from you?”

      Daorun nearly snapped at her, but he clamped down on his intended outburst.  Gods of the underworld, he hated this woman at times.  Were it not for her inherent necromantic power, he suspected he’d have long since killed her and put her corpse to work.  But there was something about her, some innate talent that had made her an oddity even among her people… Daorun had never seen anything like it.  She didn’t call upon the arcane to raise corpses; they simply came to her, and sometimes without her calling them consciously.  It was all at once a fascinating power and yet an infuriating thing to him, that he should have worked so hard to amass his power and she was simply born – he had to catch himself to avoid snorting – or rather, hatched with it.

      Those pink eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and he realized the silence was stretching out to a length uncomfortable even to him.  “Perhaps you are not familiar with the types of demons we have seen in our lands.”

      “Oh?” she mimicked, though it sounded strange coming from her mouth.  She had picked up little cues and subtle bits of body language since arriving in the kingdom, but they still marked her as an outsider when she used them.  A waft of some odd scent brushed his nostrils; he couldn’t identify it readily.  He was accustomed to it around her, as he suspected her people communicated as much by scent as by sight and sound.

      Daorun grimaced.  “There have been many documented cases of possession of the living.  Even the blasted Church of the Unity has had no easy time dealing with such incidents, and many times, the afflicted ends up dead one way or another.  When these spirits inhabit a corpse, there is no resistance to their wills, and they are far harder to deal with, never mind try to control.  Have you dealt with demons at all in your work?”

      In all honesty, he didn’t care.  He wasn’t going to let her try it, and if she pushed the point, he might be forced to kill her.  Of course, that was something he’d been thinking about day after day anyway.  If he could just drain the life from her, absorb her power, he might be able to find a way to lock it within himself.  Her inherent necromancy, mixed with his own potent experience with the deathly arcane, would almost certainly let him shatter the barriers that had frustrated him to date.  And then… then he could bring her back… and then see to his plans for the kingdoms.

      “Of course,” she said.  “Unclean spirits are all around us.  They are yet more chattering voices on the winds of the ether.”

      What in the six hells does she mean by that? he wondered.  His confusion aside, he couldn’t stop himself from grunting forth a laugh.  “And I suppose you can keep them at bay with your… natural power?”

      “That you do not hear these voices makes me wonder why you pursue this path.”

      The accusation in her tone was unmistakable.  Was she suspicious of his motives?  He didn’t know terribly much about her; while she could call upon necromancy without calling upon the arcane or putting forth much in the way of effort, she kept her feelings well hidden.  Whatever her ultimate goal was with this power they had in common, she gave no indication.  Did she want to conquer the kingdom?  Or perhaps her own people?  What was her aim, or was this all just some game to her, this power that came naturally?

      “That should hardly be a mystery.  I seek mastery over life and death, the ability to return loved ones and anyone else from beyond the reach of even the priests,” he said evenly.

      “To what end?” she asked, her head cocked again as she approached lazily on those clawed feet.  She didn’t have the odd legs typically associated with the beast-folk of the untamed wilds.  No, she was far more human in her frame, for whatever her reptilian features might say.

      Daorun blew out a sigh.  There was always a time for honesty, even in as secretive and dark a path as necromancy.  “To restore my wife to me.”

      Her slit pupils went wide a moment before settling back to their normal, snake-like shape.  “Truly?” she hissed.  “Take me to her, then.”

      Daorun worked to keep his breathing steady as his heartbeat sped up.  Had Antasirras only been wasting time while she tried to discover his true motives?  If she was capable of bringing his wife back to life, or if she at least had that power even unbeknownst to her, he would have to kill her and steal it for himself.  It was too great a prize to leave in the hands and mind of a beast.  If she was so much more in tune with necromancy that she could raise the dead without even calling upon the arcane, then that, too, was a power he had to have at any cost.  And the world would only lose some simple lizard with a rare natural gift…

      …but not the gift itself, if he had anything to say about it.

      “Very well, come with me,” he said, flashing her a little smile to cover his thoughts.
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      They descended through the old stone tower, the remnants of an abandoned fire watch that overlooked the eastern forests.  The masonry seemed dwarven, especially when one considered its age and the lack of any noticeable wear and tear upon its smooth, perfect surfaces.  The interior now was nearly spotless as well, thanks to the retinue of goblin slaves Daorun kept.  The threat of killing them and raising their corpses to go slaughter their people kept the pitiful creatures in line and brought out the “best” of their work ethic.

      It wasn’t much, but it kept his home tidy.

      If Antasirras was at all unused to living in such a place after squatting in whatever mud huts or caves her people called homes, she didn’t let it show.  Not that she ever let anything show, anyway.  It was odd that she should seem like the older, wiser practitioner of the deathly arcane, when in fact, she appeared barely beyond adolescence and he was probably twenty-five or more years her senior.  Perhaps the lizard-folk simply never showed their age, but Daorun chalked it up to the lack of emotions and likely other higher-cognitive functions that the Satrisians lacked.

      She had her staff in hand now, a blackwood branch that knotted itself into an odd pattern at one end.  It didn’t look carved, but it was hard to believe such a thing had grown naturally.  Daorun suspected she may have used necromancy to wither and twist it to her liking before cutting it off whatever tree she’d damned.  That, of course, raised the question of whether she used it as a focus to better control and amplify her natural power.  If that turned out to be the case, he might need it in the future to control what power he took from her.

      She followed him down the winding steps into the tower’s cellar, where he had set up an ice room to preserve those corpses he brought back from the nearby town.  It was a simple matter, really, only requiring a self-refreshing enchantment that kept the room chill, as the stone walls, floor, and ceiling did the rest.  High up on this mountainside, the wind shrieking through the trees and robbing the tower of warmth most of the year, the enchantment didn’t have much to work against to keep the room cold.

      Cadavers were normally stacked haphazardly in a corner – the goblins refused to touch them even under threat – though there weren’t many left in his stock these days.  Daorun would have to make a trip to the cemetery to bring back some more before they rotted beyond use.  Then again, he pondered, a hand to his lightly bearded chin, perhaps I can just ask Antasirras to call some to us rather than go retrieve them…

      He glanced at the Satrisian briefly, wondering if it might be easier to bring the soul back to the body of a savage with no gods.  Did her people even have souls?  Where did they go if the lizard-folk didn’t worship the Unity?  Doubt started to creep in on him as he realized he truly knew very little about Antasirras or her people.  It was entirely possible she was experimenting on him in some fashion, or that she was an advance scout of some kind, testing what arcane might the kingdom had.  And that damnable lack of emotions made it so hard to pick up on anything.

      Daorun had no love for King Matthew or the people of Chasiria, but the kingdom was his home, he wasn’t an outlaw here despite his vocation, and in fact, the king financed his work.  If the Satrisians or anyone else conquered the kingdom, he might find himself hunted – none of the kingdoms looked kindly on necromancy these days.  What, then, of the Satrisians?  After all, they’d been the ones to answer when he’d inquired through his dark channels.

      “This is her?” the Satrisian rasped as she strode toward the body.

      Daorun’s wife, Inarra, lay stretched out on a stone slab in as peaceful a position as he could get her into.  She almost appeared to be asleep, though the dark bruises on the side of her face and head betrayed the truth even to a dullard.  She still wore the same gown as the day she’d died, and though he’d cleaned the blood from her body, he hadn’t changed her clothes, which still showed the rosy stains of her final moments.

      “Yes,” he answered simply, biting off the instinct to say any more.  He was curious to see this Satrisian’s ability at work.

      “How did she die?” Antasirras asked, walking a slow circuit around the stone slab, taking in every detail, especially the bloodied gown.

      “She fell from our balcony while hanging out the wash,” he said.

      The Satrisian nodded.  “Yes, I can see there was damage to the skull, jaw, and shoulder.  Her body seems to be recoverable, however,” she hissed.  She stopped her stalking and stuck one of her little black claws in her mouth, chewing at it.  “I see no issues with making this body work once more.  So, we need only find her spirit.  Now that I know who to look and listen for, that may not be as difficult as these blind experiments have proven.”

      “You think you can find her spirit?  Is it still here, then?” he balked.

      “The spirits are all around us, human,” she returned evenly.  “One need only listen.  Again, I find it curious that you cannot hear them when you walk this same path of dealing with the dead.”

      “Well, that would be the trouble with necromancy,” he huffed, rolling his eyes.  “The ones who know the most about it are already dead.”

      “The dead speak, human.  Do you listen?”

      He glared at her, but as usual, it had no effect, those cold pink eyes staring back at him with no trace of light or life, but likewise no sense of malice or arrogance.  She was intelligent, no doubt, but was there just something missing from the personalities and cognitive functions of the lizard-folk?  It certainly seemed to be so.  As a result, she seemed just as bad at picking up visual cues of body language as she was at trying to mimic them.

      “Are you saying there are spirits all around us, and not just demons?” Daorun asked, getting a hold of his impatience and irritation.  The Satrisian merely nodded.  “The spirits of people?  Does that mean the Church of the Unity is a fake, then?”

      “I know little of your religions, human.  I cannot speak to their veracity.  But I can tell you that the spirits of the departed are all around us – perhaps not all of them, but enough that to hear them at all times is an unending cacophony.  It took me many years to learn to quiet them, to hear them only like the whisper of the wind rather than the thunder of the sky’s anger.”

      “How can you find my wife’s spirit among them, assuming she is still here?” he asked.

      “Names have power and are one of the few things the dead remember about themselves when they have passed on.  They remember their lives, but it is as though they have heard their life’s experiences in a story or a book.  Their lives are something they know, but that they have lost touch with, as though it is something someone else has done and experienced.  Their names, however, they carry with them forever, the sole link between what they sense now and what they knew when they were alive.  If that link is severed – should the dead forget their names – they pass from this place forever.  To where, I cannot speculate.”

      Daorun stared at her, fascinated.  In all the days she’d spent in his tower, this was the first time she’d ever delved into actual necromantic theory or theology with him.  She had that natural necromancy about her, but she’d never given him even the slightest feeling she knew much about what it was or how it worked.  He watched as her fins flapped lightly before settling down the back of her shoulders again, and she pulled her robe a little tighter.

      “Cold?” he asked rhetorically.  “Come upstairs, we will get a fire going and share a bourbon while you tell me again how you came into this wondrous natural power of yours.”

      Antasirras nodded and preceded him back up, the soft clicks of her claws and the clack of her staff echoing up the circular stairwell.  Daorun hesitated only for a moment, looking back at his wife’s body, waiting to be reunited with her soul.

      And with him.

      I will get you back, no matter the cost, he thought, and then he followed his Satrisian partner to the warmer upper floors.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The fire felt good even on Daorun’s feet as a storm front moved in from the north.  The spring was tenuous enough in the kingdom, much less on its fringes up on the mountainside.  The tower was a nice, remote location that saw virtually no travelers, but that very feature was what made it a bit inhospitable at times.  As the spring evening turned colder, the wind howled around the tower’s rounded edges and lent a haunting quality to the stormy skies that showed through its arched windows.

      Daorun nearly laughed at the thought of the wind haunting anything.

      Antasirras seemed glad to shake off the chill of the cadaver room, her chair close to the fire so her scales could drink in its warmth.  She was so still and silent, he’d have almost believed she was a statue or at least little more than an actual lizard.  Daorun could only imagine what thoughts might go in that mind of hers, but after what she’d said in the cadaver room, he had to admit she was a lot smarter than she looked.  Certainly smarter than he might’ve given her people credit for just scant days ago.

      No, there’s something more to this one, he thought.  Shame I may have to kill her to finish my work.  Of course, if I do… I can just bring her back.  She should be honored to be used to further our research in such a manner, though I doubt she will see it that way.

      “When did you realize you had this power?” he asked.

      “My twelfth emergence day,” Antasirras said, though she had trouble with the word twelfth, her teeth seemingly fighting with her lips to make the sound.  He hadn’t noticed before.

      “Your what?”

      “I believe your people call them birthdays,” Antasirras clarified.  “It became quite apparent that there was something different about me when my mother arrived.”

      There was a silent pause.  “And why is that?” he prompted.

      She never took her eyes from the fire.  “Because she died when I was six.”

      Daorun put his hand to his chin.  “Did you call her to you?  Or did she come on her own?”

      “I am uncertain,” the Satrisian said quietly.  “I suspect how much I missed her called to her in that moment, because over time, a great many things have similarly returned to me.  It took several years before I learned to control this, that I can call the dead to return to me when I want or need them to, but that they do not do it simply in response to my presence or emotions.  Their constant chatter can be overwhelming at times.”

      This was a side of necromancy he’d never heard of before, much less experienced.  In all the years Daorun had practiced this dark art of the arcane, he had simply focused power into bringing a corpse back to a semblance of life.  Not true life, of course, because they were mindless and had no trace of the former person’s soul within.  He could reanimate the dead and control them to his will and ends, but in this Satrisian girl, he suspected he’d found a true necromancer.  A true lord – or lady, if that word could possibly be appropriate with a Satrisian – of the dead.

      “What do they say?” he pressed, pushing down his excitement at possibly tasting this power for himself in the near future.

      Her fins flapped lazily, and she blinked.  “That is difficult to put into words.  Most are lost, but they lack the mental capacity to be scared or convey anything more than longing or sadness.  To hear the laments of one would be troubling enough, but to hear all of them?  And then when the unclean spirits weave their whispers of treachery and deceit into that endless lament… it drives most to madness, human.  Those of my people who similarly receive this gift are typically killed or driven out, or they kill themselves to silence the endless noise.”

      “Why not you?” he asked, truly curious.  If he took this power into himself, he had to know how to deal with it beforehand, considering he’d be killing the only person who could explain it to him.

      She turned those pink eyes his way, the slit pupils narrow so close to the firelight.  “Because I learned to quiet them, to ignore the incessant whispers of the unclean, and at times, I listen when one has something important to say.  If your wife seeks to return, I may be able to take hold of that desire and draw her to me.  If we can bring her across your wards, it may – may – be a simple matter of reanimating her body and letting her take possession of it once more.  Though I must ask, have you given thought to how you will prevent decay?  The body will not come back to life; not through the power I possess.”

      Not while you wield it, anyway, he thought, but he masked it with a smile.

      “I have been working on that as well,” he said, only stretching the truth a little.  “I wanted to determine if reuniting body and soul was feasible first, and then I would have ample time and resources to look into the other issues.”

      “I see,” she hissed quietly.  “There remains only one question I must ask you then.  What do you plan to do if your wife is not interested in being reunited with her body?”

      “I suppose I will have to convince her,” he said, letting forth a little chuckle.

      She stared at him for a couple of minutes, then blinked a few times.  “I must retire to my chambers.  My people do not handle your alcohols well.”

      Daorun bid her goodnight, all the better to lull her into complacence, and he watched as she moved to the spiral stairwell and up to their chambers above.  As he turned back to the fire, there was a bit of trepidation in his gut over his tentative plan.  He wanted her power, would do almost anything for it, but he had to consider the drawbacks she kept speaking of.  He wanted power, not weakness or insanity.  It was dangerous enough to follow the path of necromancy in this kingdom or any other, much less if he lost his grip on subtlety and turned mad.

      Just what would it be like to hear the voices of the dead – not to mention demons – all the time?  It was a daunting prospect, but when juxtaposed with the power she wielded?  Daorun could only imagine having the power to draw corpses to his command without having to tap into the arcane.  Then he could turn his arcane prowess to other pursuits – destruction, beguilement, even plumbing the depths of heaven and hell for further power – and all because he no longer had to work to bring back the dead.

      His wife would be but the beginning.  With her by his side once more, he could reanimate his Satrisian partner, perhaps even with enough of her soul to continue practicing necromancy herself.  A reanimant reanimating further reanimants!  Armies would rise to their combined call, and the kingdom would bow to them in no time.  And every citizen who died or was executed would just become one more weapon among his legions: a never-ending cycle of victory and empowerment.

      He nearly laughed for joy, but forced himself to keep quiet, afraid Antasirras would realize he was planning duplicity.  First, he needed the Satrisian girl to find his wife’s spirit.  From there, the possibilities were endless….
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      She was unhappy, he could tell.  But she didn’t stop her work.

      For hours since the dawn, Antasirras had been standing out on the balcony of the tower, the very one Inarra had fallen to her death from.  A late snow had come in behind the chill storm of the night before, and the Satrisian was huddled deep into her robe and the coat she wore over it.  Daorun could see the strain in her eyes, though, as her people apparently couldn’t shiver.  The great clouds of steam she breathed out spoke well of her discomfort.

      The cold didn’t bother him as much.  Daorun had gotten acclimated to it over the years, as working with corpses required colder environments than typical arcane scientific studies.  It raised an intriguing possibility, for rather than needing to subdue her by arcane power, he might simply be able to expose her to the cold and let it do the work.  Then her body would suffer little trauma as he prepared to rip the necromantic power from her before she perished.  He shook his head at the thought of someone with such power being defeated by an open window.  The world was indeed a strange place.

      Antasirras tucked her hands into the sleeves of her robe and hunched her shoulders as she turned for the door.  “I have whispered your wife’s name into the wind, human.  Though I have not received an answer yet, this has a positive implication.  She has not responded in the affirmative, but neither have the other spirits responded in the negative.  But for the foul spirits, of course; but their answers I would count as lies regardless.”

      “So, you did get some answer from the dead, just not my wife?”

      “As I told you yesterday, human, the dead are always speaking, if you but listen.”

      Daorun couldn’t stop the frown at her demeaning address, but he tried to push it aside.  It was likely it was a lack of social grace and not intentional disrespect.  Daorun was awkward enough in society; how much worse would a lizard be?

      “Today I will show you something,” Antasirras said, once again either missing his facial cue or just clueless to what it meant.  “Let me sit before the fire to warm up, and then I will show you a basic method of restoring a healthy sheen to dead flesh.  It may not keep your wife appearing as though she is alive for long, but perhaps you may develop a more arcane-oriented means of doing so once you see how I work.”

      Daorun stroked his bearded chin.  “That would be amazing.  Come, I will have the slaves make you some tea this time, so the bourbon does not send you back to bed.”

      She let forth a hissing chuckle, something the necromancer hadn’t heard before.  He took note of the way she looked as she did so; it wasn’t what he’d recognize as a smile if he didn’t know better or hear her laugh.

      They spent a little while in front of the fire, drinking tea and warming up after spending so much time out in the snowfall.  Antasirras wasn’t one for idle chatter, and this time before the fire was no different.  It seemed like she could stare into the flames for hours, shutting her brain off and just letting her body warm up while she… slept?  With her eyes open?

      She blinked and looked across at him.  “Come, I will show you what I know of restoring the dignity to a person’s remains.”

      He followed her up to the laboratories, wondering where she’d left that odd staff of hers.  It was of little matter; he knew she didn’t need it for walking, and she apparently didn’t need it as a focus for her power.  He began to suspect it might be something duplicitous about her, but she lacked guile.  Maybe she was just weird because she was Satrisian, and not because she had anything other than work on her mind.

      They spent a few hours in the lab, and Daorun studied her as she restored some of the burn wounds on the corpse from the previous day.  There was no arcane magic involved; he couldn’t understand how she did any of it.  He used divination spells to try to look deeper into the restorative techniques she was using, but it managed to boggle even his enhanced senses.  There was simply no magic there; how did she do it?

      It wasn’t until he looked at her with his arcane-enhanced senses that he began to understand.  Whatever the truth was behind this girl, she was exactly what she appeared to be: a natural necromancer.  She didn’t need to tap the arcane, it simply responded to her will.  There was no gathering of power, no spell-weaving, no sense of force of will behind any of it, whether he looked at her or what she was doing.  It was almost… almost like he was dealing with a godling of some sort, one of the legendary offspring of divine and mortal parents.  Who else could heal dead flesh without tapping into the arcane?

      Fah, he thought, fighting off the urge to make the sound aloud.  I will not let such silly superstitions and church legends infatuate me with this girl.  Her power will be mine, whether I need it to bring back Inarra or not!

      “Are you able to mimic this with your arcane power?” she asked.

      “I believe so,” he lied.  “However, we have been at this for some time, and I think we should rest for the remainder of the day.”

      In truth, he needed time to concoct a plan to rip this girl’s power from her and then put her body on ice until he perfected the craft.  She’d shown him all he needed to know; now, he just needed to take her life by surprise.  Once she contacted his wife’s spirit and got an answer whether it could – or would – return to Inarra’s body, there would be only one thing left to do.  And he had just the spells to do it.

      But I will reanimate you, he thought.  You have been helpful, and I must reward that even if in a way you will not like.

      “Do you plan to obtain more corpses from the town for your experiments?”

      I hadn’t thought of that, he mused, but I should.  This may yet take more time after I’ve taken her power.  Or if her power is not as useful to this project as I hope…

      “Yes, tonight would be a good night for that.  No one will be about during a snowstorm, and covering my tracks will be simple enough with the arcane.  I take it you will not want to leave the tower in this weather?”

      “I would prefer to stay,” she affirmed.

      “Could you not simply call some corpses to us?”

      She turned those pink eyes to him.  “Not if you wish to keep their destination a secret.”

      Daorun couldn’t help but smirk at that.  “Good point.  I suppose I had better have something to eat and be on my way.  The nights only last so long.”

      “Indeed.”
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      Daorun walked silently through the shadows of the town’s few alleys, looking about for any drunks, vagrants, or other people who wouldn’t be missed.  One could never be too careful when it came to collecting “fresh corpses.”  The king had given Daorun a bit of leeway for this project, but if it became common knowledge that people were being dragged away and killed to fuel some necromancy, there would be a revolt.  If Daorun needed to collect the living to further his goals, he had to take those nobody would miss.

      Usually, anyway…

      Like everything else in life, kidnapping people with families was tolerable in moderation.  After all, there were many dangerous creatures in the wild: goblins, gnolls, griffons, trolls, ogres, night gaunts, and, it was rumored, an ornery dragon that lived on the far side of the mountains.  People could only expect so much safety.  No one would miss drunks and tramps, but the occasional townsperson could disappear if it didn’t happen in great numbers or too frequently.

      The cemetery was virtually empty at this point.  Daorun had stolen the freshest corpses some time ago, when he’d first begun his experiments, and despite the harshness of life in the frontiers, this town wasn’t so far out that they had a steady stream of deaths.  The older bodies were of little use to him; he already knew he could animate them, but they’d never be useful as hosts to any sort of spirit except the demonic type.  So, over the last couple of seasons, he’d resorted to taking the living and experimenting on the freshest of corpses.

      Such is the price of research, he thought as he paused to listen.  The sound of some merry makers out well after safety was partially muffled by the snowfall but unmistakable.  It sounded like two or three, perhaps four; too many for him to take all at once.  He tried to locate the source of the noise and swept through the snowy alleys like a wraith.

      He located their party quickly enough, but there were five men, far too many for him to risk attacking.  He could kill them all with his arcane power, but it would make too much noise for one thing, and he’d be unlikely to win such a contest without injury.  Worse than that was the possibility that someone got away, witnesses to say that it was a man coming and taking people in the night, or they might even rouse the town and send a torch-wielding mob to Daorun’s tower.

      He found something better not long after, though, as the barmaid locked up her tavern and began to make her way home.  She was a perfect target: a lone woman whose disappearance would likely be blamed on the very men he’d just considered attacking.  Towns like this were controlled by mobs; it wouldn’t take long for them to just assume the drunks had done something to the missing woman, and their suspicions would end with five corpses hanging from nooses.

      Five more corpses Daorun could then take for his work…

      A grin creased his face as he shadowed the barmaid from the alleys and darker portions of the streets.  It was tougher in the snow, for though the continued blanket of drifting flakes did obscure vision beyond several yards, it was white and bright and made it difficult to hide his cloaked form.  Still, the powdered fluff also muffled sound, and he trailed the woman without anyone becoming the wiser, even as the sounds of the drunken revelers moved along nearby.

      The barmaid passed by an alleyway and had the wherewithal to move away from its mouth and look into it as she passed.  But her attention was in the wrong place, for the danger came from behind.  With a simple cloth dipped in the right chemical, Daorun was able to grab hold of her, cover her face, and render her unconscious in only moments.  He gagged her and locked her wrists in the manacles he carried for capturing the living regardless; one never knew how long a victim would stay unconscious after breathing the fumes.  Fortunately, she was slim of figure for a barmaid, and even with his slender frame, he hoisted her onto his shoulders and made his way silently and unnoticed from the town.

      He made his way quickly toward the rocky hills and his tower, waving his arcane power behind him like a broom to sweep away any trace of his footsteps.  Once he’d made it a good distance from the town, he turned and looked back, watching and listening with his arcane power as much as his eyes and ears.  With no pursuit coming, he made his way home.
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      Antasirras was waiting for him when he returned, opening the door for him in place of one of his goblin slaves.  He stepped into the entry chamber and shook off the snow, then laid the woman near the fire.  She was going to die either way, but Daorun wanted her to be as recent a passing as possible when he and his partner began their work.  He took off his snowy cloak and draped it over one of the goblin porters, and the creature stumbled away under the garment that was twice its size.

      “What is this?” Antasirras asked, staring down at the woman.

      “There was nothing fresh enough in the graveyard, so I took a lone woman who’d have a good reason for disappearing.  There should be little to no suspicion cast our way,” Daorun answered, moving to warm his hands by the fire.

      Those pink eyes stared intently at him, but still there was never a trace of emotion on those odd, reptilian features.  “You plan to murder her to continue our work?”

      “Murder is such a black word.  Think more of it as her involuntarily helping to further the cause of necromantic science,” he said with a dismissive gesture.  He stood up straight to face her.  “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Of course it is,” the Satrisian hissed.  “Those who are murdered or suffer violent deaths are much more difficult to work with.  If you wish to experiment with calling others’ spirits back to their bodies before we attempt to do so with your wife, murdering the subject will make it far more difficult than simply finding a fresher corpse.”

      “I already explained to you, that cemetery has nothing fresh enough!” he snapped.  “Unless you wish to practice doing what we already know you can do while we wait for someone else to die naturally, this is the only option open to us.”

      “Why do you assume the people of that town are the only option?” she returned.  “Are these forests not full of gnolls and goblins and the like?”  The goblin slaves cringed when she mentioned their people, shying away from the necromancers, and they began to shudder.  “If you murder this woman or one of your slaves, you are going to make it far harder to convince your wife’s spirit to return and listen to what we propose.”

      “What do you suggest, then?” Daorun demanded.  There was no denying her logic, but that didn’t make it any less obnoxious.

      “Are you not a necromancer?” she said, a trace of derision in her voice for once.  “A late spring snow has hit; there are bound to be a few people in the forests who succumb to the weather, unprepared for this.  In the morning, stretch your necromantic senses, find some frozen, preserved corpses, and use them.  Their spirits will likely be confused and anxious to return.”

      Stretch my necromantic senses? he wondered, narrowing his eyes.  Can she sense the dead from across long distances?  If so, this is another power I must have for myself.  It would make finding fresh subjects nearly effortless.

      “Have you heard any response from my wife’s spirit?” he asked.

      Antasirras blinked.  “I believe she is on her way here.”

      Daorun glanced at the kidnapped woman, still unconscious by the fire.  He turned to his goblin slaves.  “Take her back to the town.  Cover your tracks when you return.”

      The goblins chittered back and forth and went upstairs to retrieve their fellows.  Daorun turned back to Antasirras.  “If my wife’s spirit is on the way, let us go prepare her body now.”

      “Very well,” the Satrisian said with no enthusiasm whatsoever.

      They paced down the stairwell into the cold depths of the tower’s cadaver storage room.  Daorun was pretty sure she was angry, but if it were so, Satrisian emotions were even more muted than he’d thought.  Whatever the case, she never turned to look back at him, and he took this as a good sign that she had no idea what was coming.  The spells were prepared, his wife’s spirit was on the way, and this foolish lizard kept turning her back on him.

      This was going to be too easy…

      Antasirras walked to the far side of the stone slab where Inarra’s corpse lay.  She looked upon Daorun’s dead wife for a few moments, then met his gaze.  “You may proceed when you are ready,” the Satrisian said.

      Daorun mentally shrugged and flexed his arcane power, seizing the Satrisian’s muscles, just as he’d done so many times to previous subjects, rivals, or nosey scouts and soldiers.  She went rigid, her head tilting back in a scream that wouldn’t come forth.  Her lungs should work just long enough to keep her from dying before he’d drained her life and her power, but nothing else would.  She was completely at his mercy.  He almost felt bad for her, especially considering she’d traveled so far just to aid him, but his wife and his research meant far more than some lizard.

      “Forgive me, my dear, but I need your power for myself.  As much as I want my wife returned to me, she will be far from the last I need this power for,” he said with as much empathy as he could manage.  And with that, he began focusing the incantation that would pull her lifeforce and power out and add it to his own.

      Daorun’s brow creased when he felt nothing.  No lifeforce, no necromantic power… nothing.  “What is this?” he muttered.

      Antasirras straightened out.  “It is a trap, and you have walked directly into it.  I gave you every opportunity to turn back, but just as King Matthew suspected, you did not.”

      Daorun began an incantation to apprehend her, but soon found himself accosted.  Withered hands grabbed at his ankles and then his shoulders, and he struggled in the grasp of the three corpses that had lain in the corner, waiting to be experimented on.  He tried to sever the animating force from them, but they pinned his arms to the sides, and one shoved its disgusting, desiccated hand into his mouth to keep him from casting spells.

      “I have told you since I arrived that the dead speak, Daorun.  The trouble with necromancy is those who practice it rarely listen.  I told you, warned you, and yet you still had me call your wife’s spirit… did you not think she would tell me she was murdered?  She did not fall from that balcony, you pushed her!  Over a silly argument that you took as a challenge to your manhood!”

      The Satrisian huffed a disappointed laugh.  “How pathetic.  I thought you could be turned; you have true talent and have come far in the ways of necromancy, but you are nothing more than an arcane perversion.  Rather than use your power wisely, you use and plan to use it selfishly.  Oh, yes.  For as much as you look down on us lizards, human, you should have taken the lesson to not wear your emotions so plainly on your face.  I have known what you have been planning all along, easily able to verify what King Matthew feared, because your vileness is written on every feature of your face as you plot the deaths of others, including me to take my power.

      “You have had me all wrong from the beginning.  I am not a necromancer, Daorun.  I was brought into this world with this power for a reason, and it has never been to enslave corpses to my command.  The dead answer my call because I listen to them, I care about them, and I have no designs on making them do my dirty work to… what?  Become some dark monarch?  Conquer lands and people?  Bah… you arcanists are all alike.  Easily corrupted by the slightest taste of borrowed power as you assume it is all there for the taking.

      “As I said, I am not a necromancer as you reckon it.  I am a Speaker for the Dead, because the lost and the murdered need their stories heard and told.  They linger because they cannot let go, and fools like you try to further enslave them.  This is why necromancy has been outlawed despite all its potential beneficial uses.  Now, have you anything to say?”

      The corpse removed its hand from his mouth and Daorun spat out the taste of dead flesh.  He took a deep breath as if to prepare for a retort, but then unleashed a quick, explosive spell.  The corpses holding him were flung to the walls, bones snapping from the impact.

      “Time to die, little lizard,” he snarled.  He molded his arcane might into a trio of spells: one to bind her, one to drain her lifeforce, and a third to set her on fire.  He might have to flee this kingdom if King Matthew truly knew what he was about, but first he’d…

      The spells fizzled out in his hands as Inarra rose from the bier to stand before him, that tired smile on her face mirroring what she’d looked like every time he’d done something foolish.  Daorun scowled at the audacity of the Satrisian, to reanimate his wife’s corpse to try to break his will, and he summoned his arcane power again.  It was tricky to cast three spells in rapid succession, but his thoughts lined up, and then…

      “Oh, Daorun,” Inarra said.  “How could you fall so far?”

      He gasped at the sound of his wife’s voice and tone.  “Inarra?”

      “It is I, my love.  Antasirras has done exactly what she said she would.”

      “But… why now?  After everything you just said?” he asked, turning his gaze to the Satrisian.  He accepted his wife’s hug with hardly any hesitation, taking in her scent and almost able to feel the warmth of her body, once again alive through whatever power this lizard-woman possessed.  Inarra clutched him tightly, and he returned the embrace, though he still waited for an answer.

      “Because it is what she wanted,” Antasirras replied.

      Daorun furrowed his brow.  “I don’t understand.”

      “Fare thee well, Inarra,” the Satrisian said.

      And then Daorun’s world erupted in flames.  He tried to break free of his wife’s hug to defend himself, but she clutched him without slack, the strength of the undead holding him fast.  Soon, the other corpses, shattered bones and all, came to add their strength to binding him.  He screamed as all five of them went up in a raging inferno, and he only briefly recognized the smile on the Satrisian’s face as all of them – four dead and one living – were consumed in a funeral pyre of pure necromantic magic.

      He tried to wrap arcane power around him to shield himself from the flames, but it was no use.  His arms were bound by the undead being consumed with him, his mouth only able to utter an unending scream as his flesh began to blister and char.  Soon, any thought other than wanting the pain to end was eradicated, and then he saw them all about him…

      …the spirits of all those whose corpses he’d defiled… and those he’d murdered.
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      The chittering goblins came just far enough down the stairs to see where all the heat and smoke were coming from.  When they saw Antasirras across the room with naught but a pile of ash and chunks of charred bones before the stone bier, they began to chitter in fear.

      The Satrisian looked up at them.  “Fear not, little ones,” Antasirras said, gesturing for them to be calm.  “Your enslaver has finally met the end he has long deserved.  You are free.  Go release the other slaves and return to your people.”

      The goblins chittered back and forth in animated fashion and then rushed up the stairs.  Antasirras let a little smile show for their excitement, then paced over to the pile of ash that was all that remained of her “partner”, his wife, and his victims.  It was fitting, really, that all that was left of Daorun Cenaddi was a black stain.

      Pacing past it, Antasirras called her black staff to her hand and began to ascend the stairs.  She heard the rush of newly freed slaves as they grabbed whatever was theirs or they thought might be valuable and left the tower with all speed.  None barred her way or sought to harm her, but neither did any of them thank her for freeing them.  It was just as well.  They were secondary beneficiaries she was pleased to have helped, but she couldn’t say she did it for them.  Not specifically.

      The human woman was gone, too.  Once Antasirras was sure each room was empty, she set it ablaze with a thought.  The entire tower would soon be a funeral pyre not solely for Daorun and his evil, but all those who’d suffered and died at his hands in the pursuit of his selfishness.  It lent a sense of urgency to her steps, but still her pace remained calm and slow as she made her way to the balcony where Inarra Cenaddi had been murdered.

      She reached it and opened the doors, stepping out into the cool air of the snowy spring night, dawn still some time away.  She took in a deep breath of the frigid air and savored it despite how little her people liked the cold.  Inarra’s spirit was silent now, gone to the embrace of the gods, whether the Unity or whatever else might be out there.  Someone had given Antasirras this power, after all, and trusted her to use it without constant oversight.

      “I hear you,” she whispered into a shrieking gale.

      It was the voices of the dead: tens, hundreds, thousands crying out for release.  They were the lost, the lonely, the murdered and the forgotten.  All they needed was to be led home or to feel as though justice had been served in some fashion.  Antasirras was only one woman, but there were others out there who acted as a beacon for her innate power, drawing her to places where the dead were most restless.  For to call and enslave the dead, one had to cast their power into the ether, where the spirits not only resided, but talked – and quite a bit – for anyone who would listen.  It marked a necromancer and their work for those like Antasirras to find over nearly any distance.

      That was the trouble with necromancy.
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      The silence at the table was tense as I looked over at Steve. His eyes pierced my soul, his face showing no emotion.

      “Did you hear what I said? I can stop this war.”

      Steve grumbled, “Listen to me. If you do this, you will become the focus of the war. Everyone will be your enemy.”

      I turned my head to look out the café window. “That’s why I need you to take care of Clyde.”

      Steve slammed his fist down on the table. “Why the bloody hell are you doing this?”

      I brought my head back to the conversation. “We burned Chicago to get one clan of warlocks. They were hiding, not even a threat, but the witches had to kill them. There was a boy, the last one. I let him go.”

      Steve bowed his head. “Jesus. You let him go? He’s going to come back and kill your family someday.”

      “When I looked into his eyes, I knew I couldn’t kill him. This war needs to end. This is the only way.”

      Steve looked away. “Where’s Clyde now?”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Steve. He’s sitting in the wagon.”

      “This is temporary. I’m not going to raise your damn kid. When you’re done, you collect him promptly.”

      I nodded my head. “Absolutely.”

      “Do you need to say goodbye to Clyde?”

      “I already did. He knows he’s going with you. He’s a smart kid, put him to work.”

      Steve stood and extended his hand. I shook his hand and without a word Steve turned and left. I sat there, swirling my tea in a cup. When enough time had passed, I threw some change on the table, picked up my case, and left. My heart sank when I approached the empty carriage. My son would have a good life with Steve. There was no time for sorrow or regret; I had to prepare for the ceremony.

      I walked to the back of the wagon and lifted the tarp—six bodies just as I had left them. I put the tarp back, climbed to the seat, released the brake, and picked up the reins. I looked at the horses. I had no choice but to go forward. The invocation ceremony was the only choice; it was the only way to save Clyde’s life.

      I snapped the reins. The horses moved forward, toward the edge of town. I looked straight forward as the townsfolk went about their business. I drove the wagon for three hours into the woods until I came to a cave carved out in a mountainside. I turned the wagon around, so the back end faced the cave entrance. I applied the brake and dismounted from the wagon. I uncovered the bodies and pulled the first one onto my shoulder. I entered the cave and walked in till I came to an area where the cave split into three more caves.

      I dropped the body to the ground. I pulled a box of wooden matches from my pocket, struck it on a rock, and lit an oil lamp. The lamp lit the area with a flickering light. In the middle of the area I had built a circle with bones, and in the middle of the circle was a stone table. I picked up the body and lay it gently on the slab. The torches stuck in the cave's side walls lit. The blood-painted symbols on the walls glowed with a soft blue light. I turned towards the opening to retrieve the rest of the bodies.

      I stacked the rest of the bodies next to the altar then pulled a large leather-bound book out of my case and set it carefully on the rock stand. The pages of the book flipped until it reached the first page of the ceremony. Many of my ancestors had tried the invocation rituals of Sedecla. Every family member had failed to complete the ceremony, and the results were catastrophic. The book spoke of the hunger that consumes, and the strength needed to complete the ceremony. I was committed to my path, and nothing was going to stop me from completing the ceremony.

      I stripped down naked, putting my clothes on a rock outside of the circle. I pulled a bone-handled knife out of my bag and walked over to the first body. There were deep grooves cut in the stone slab for the blood to run. I made my first cut deep across the throat. The next cut was from the throat to the man’s crotch. I pulled the skin back and plucked out the ribs. Once I removed the ribs, I looked over at the book. The page flipped and there was a drawing that showed the ribs laid on the floor in a pattern. The next step showed a patch of skin laid over top and the heart placed in the middle. Once I completed the step, blue flames engulfed the offering. A woman walked out of the flames. It was Sedecla herself—an ancient necromancer from biblical Endor.

      “My son, you have chosen the path of your ancestors. Complete the ceremony; the book will guide you and we will become one.”

      The luminescent spirit hovered over my shoulder as I continued to follow the steps in the book. Each piece I created I hung on my body as it wove itself together. I was making a garment of human remains. Every piece gave me strength, a power that coursed through my body.

      “It starts with five, my dear. It grows with more. Every corpse you come across, take a swatch of skin and a bone, then add it to your suit. Every piece adds a soul, every soul gives you power,” Sedecla whispered seductively.

      I now understood the warnings in the book. The power was addicting. Every increase made me want more. The hunger for more was building inside me. I feverishly made the last piece of the garment. The excitement was almost uncontainable. The last piece created an internal explosion of light and power. It penetrated my body as my mind floated between space and time. I saw both the beginning and the end at the same time. I felt both drunk and sober, alive and dead, weak and powerful at the same time. I opened my eyes to see five men standing at the edge of the circle with swords drawn.

      The Knights of Kree came to stop me. The first two rushed into the circle to attack. The circle was my area, my power was absolute inside. One knight tried to stop them, but it was too late. I swung my hand across the front of my body at eye level. The two knights dropped to their knees as they exhaled their last breath. I put my hand down and raised it back up. I muttered some words and they stood to their feet. Their eyes turned blue as they turned towards the other three with swords drawn.

      The two knights were mine to command. They walked out of the circle and fought the other knights. I reached down and picked up a spare femur that was lying by the altar. I had a femur in one hand and my knife in the other as I exited the circle to face the remaining knights.

      Killing the knights was easy, raising them was a little harder. I had the two undead knights drag the three bodies into the circle. I kneeled over them and touched each forehead. Their eyes opened with the same blue light. They stood and awaited my command.

      “You need them to complete the ceremony, why did you raise them?” Sedecla asked. “You need to finish.”

      The hunger blurred her voice in my mind. I continued to focus on the knights. I had five of them under my control. I could see the silver tether that kept their souls bound to their bodies. The agony and despair of the trap their bodies had become made them irresistible to me. I heard rumblings in the background as I focused on the corpses ahead of me.

      I commanded the knights to remove their coats and shirts. I pulled a knife off the first knight and cut a square of skin from his back, exposing his ribs. I placed the square of skin on my shoulder and watched it turn into the shoulder of a coat. I reached into the knight’s body and pulled out his floating ribs and placed them on top of my shoulder. The bones dissolved and merged with the coat shoulder.

      I could feel the power of his soul shifting from his body to mine. It was the power I hungered for. I continued to disassemble the knights piece by piece until I finished my coat. The souls of each one were now tethered to my coat. The power surged through my body, but it was not enough. I hungered for more; I needed to find more souls to harness and devour.

      The leftover pieces from the knights lay scattered on the ground. I turned to pick up the grimoire and noticed Sedecla had left. The candles were burning low as I kneeled to pick up the book. I need more. I stood and placed the book inside my coat. The coat absorbed the book and all its knowledge. I need more. Part of me knew that I had to complete the ceremony, but the hunger was powerful. It was driving me now. I walked out of the cave with only one desire. More. I needed more power.

      The knights’ horses were tied to a rope that they had strung between two trees. They appeared nervous as they stomped their feet and neighed at me. My horse acted the same way. There was no calming them down, I had to walk back into town.

      The road through the forest had many travelers on a normal day. It wasn’t long before I came upon two men riding their horses towards me. The horses stopped and threw the riders into the brush. I walked over to see one man had hit his head on a rock and died. The other was impaled by a dead branch at the base of an old Dutch Elm. He gasped his last breath as I stood in front of him.

      I pulled the man off the branch and lay him next to his partner. I kneeled between the bodies as I placed my hands on their heads. I shut my eyes and tilted my head towards the sky. The bodies moved and stood as I did. I had to control my hunger. I needed the help for the rest of the journey. I continued to walk down the road as my newest recruits followed.

      There was a trading post a few miles down the road. There were always ten to fifteen people at the store. Half, I will take half for myself. The strong ones will rise, but I will only consume half. My thoughts raced as we closed in on the post.

      It was important to take out the men in the stables first. They were the strongest. They would be the ones that would gather the food for me. Followed by my two slaves, I veered towards the stables. I stopped and waved the other two forward. Not a word was spoken, they knew what I needed. There was a shovel and a pickaxe next to a pile of dirt. The slaves picked them up and proceeded into the stable. I followed to watch the slaughter. I heard the firing of guns and knives drawn, but one by one the six men in the stables died. I walked over to each body, still warm, and raised them. They quickly joined my ranks. This was the start of my army. Army seemed too dignified a term for them. I named them ‘horde’ in my head.

      The horde stood still as I looked over the store front. There were six to eight more people inside. A voice whispered in my ear, “Come back and finish the ceremony. Ascend and be saved. The path you’re on will only lead to death.” The voice was Sedecla’s. Part of me knew she was right, but the hunger continued to drive me.

      I pointed to the trading post store. The horde turned and walked toward the door. The dead men filed through the door. The screams were like a symphony to my ears. I knew it would be over soon and it would be time to feast. I danced to the door as the last body hit the wood. I could smell death. It intoxicated me. It was hard to stay in control.

      I viewed the scene. Bodies and blood covered the floor. The scene would’ve horrified me at one point, but it seemed warm and inviting now. I became giddy as I inspected my inventory. I sorted the bodies. I picked which ones I would add to the horde and which would become a part of me. It was hard. In my mind I thought the most powerful of men should be in the army and the weak should be mine. I realized the rules of life didn’t apply to death. The powerful souls needed to be mine, the weaker souls would become strong in death. They were my army.

      The sorting process was simple. There were two piles: one for me, one for my army. Once I had finished the sorting, I raised the bodies in the pile for my legion. I did it with ease this time. I raised the entire pile with one wave of my hand. I sent the soldiers out as I looked at my pile with a smile on my face. I heard a rumbling in the back of my head, but I ignored it. Sedecla stood to my left, uttering some nonsense. I had too much work in front of me to worry about her ramblings.

      I pulled the first body off the pile and lay it on a table. I pulled my knife from the sheath. The point glided over the body as it chose the point of entry. I opened the chest cavity. The blood had pooled inside. I stuck my knife in his leg and dipped my hands into his blood. I cupped the blood and splashed it on my face. I felt the power of the blood. I lusted for more. I reached in and pulled out the heart. I stared at it for a moment. The windows and doors opened and slammed closed. The last thing I remember from that moment was Sedecla screaming, “No!” as I bit into the heart.

      The consumption of my victim’s heart intensified my power. It stirred a darkness inside me. It gave me knowledge from the abyss. It gave me a peace that I had never felt. I had truly found my own path to salvation. I knew that I was the only hope the world had for peace. I spent the rest of the day with the bodies as I ate each heart and completed my attire.

    

  


  
    
      The morning sun broke over the landscape as I emerged from the trading post. I had changed my strategy. The ancients had spoken and showed me the way, the path to a lasting peace. I carried a cup of my blood out of the trading post and gathered my soldiers. I divided them up into groups of four and anointed them with my blood. This gave them the power to raise humans. I sent them out in small groups to create my army. They would be my prophets, sent out to cleanse the world. I finished and watched the small groups disperse in every direction, confident that this was the beginning of a new world.

      I walked to the pile of bones and body parts I hadn’t used. I raised my hands and blue flames engulfed the remains. The fire raged for a few moments, leaving only dust. I bent over to fill a pouch with the dust. I carefully filled the pouch, then tied it shut and slid it into my pocket. I felt a presence behind me.

      “What the hell did you do?”

      I turned my head. It was Steve. “Where’s my boy? I need to see him.”

      Steve stepped back. “No. No, you don’t. You didn’t finish the ascension, did you?”

      I pointed my body towards Steve. “There was no need. I have everything I need. The world is going to change, and this time for the better.” I took two steps towards him. “I would like both you and Clyde at my side during this process.”

      Steve stepped back. He kept his distance. “It’s too late. You ate your sacrifices, didn’t you?”

      I spread my arms out to embrace him. “Steve, it is all for the best. Come here so we may celebrate the new era.”

      Steve had crossed the road and slid behind a tree. “You won’t win. Your power is limited. They will defeat you just like your ancestors.”

      I levitated over the ground and propelled myself to the tree. I lowered my body and peeked around to see Steve had vanished. He was the best at evading and leaving no trail. There was no reason to follow him. I knew he would be back and he would bring all the elders with him. I had set the trap. It was time to visit my old friends in town.

      I walked down the road. The lack of travelers on the road surprised me. I was hungry and needed to feed to maintain my strength. I saw the town from the hill. There were no horses or wagons. There were no people on the streets. I walked past the livery stable, the hotel, even the brothel was empty. The people had left. My stomach growled, my head pulsed, and my soul yearned for just a young child to feast upon.

      There was a familiar odor in the air. I walked towards the smell as the aroma grew stronger. I saw small amounts of blood on the sides of buildings and on the walkways. I realized that they drove the people to a slaughtering box. This is where my legion of undead took the town and converted them. I was both proud and angry at this point. They had done what I had asked. They didn’t leave a single soul for their master. I pushed my finger to my temple as I called out to them.

      “Hear me now, loyal ones. Gather at the river with your armies. Bring me the unharmed humans, for your master needs to feed.”

      I could feel their compliance as they slowly moved towards the Mississippi River. They had traveled a great distance further than I had expected. The number of soldiers should be great. I felt desperation as my hunger grew. The feeling overwhelmed my mind with every step. I couldn’t strategize or concentrate on anything except the taste of a human heart. I imagined that first bite I took at the trading post. The feeling of power coursing through my veins as I swallowed the first bite of meat. It was as close to heaven as I would ever get.

      I had walked for hours. There was one last hill to climb before I could see my army. Each step drew me closer to the meal I had dreamed of for so long. The ravenous sounds of growling filled the air as I stepped to the top of the plateau. I looked down but didn’t see the army I had imagined. Monsters filled the valley. The humans killed and raised by my horde wandered around, unable to stand still. My legion stood in a circle around three young women. They were protecting them from the horde.

      I scurried down a trail. I had to hurry. I was late for dinner. The horde pushed against my legion until they finally broke through and descended on the last three humans. They devoured them before I could yell stop. My powers could not control them as they ripped the skin and consumed the organs. I walked through the crowds to see what they left. Only a few splatters of blood remained. I felt a hand land on my shoulder. I snatched it and turned around. I was the first man I had turned. He handed me a heart that he saved from the young ladies. I gratefully reached for it, but the hordes of undead beat me to it. The same hunger that I felt cursed them. We needed more humans. The only question was, how many would it take to satisfy this much hunger?

      The horde ate anything that was alive. They ate deer, horses, cows, and even rodents. Nothing could satisfy their hunger. I could not control them in the state I was in. I felt the power draining from me with every moment that passed. I looked up at the ridge. There stood Steve with the elders from each clan. Witches, warlocks, and even the necromancers joined forces to watch me perish. The armies at war last week had found their common enemy in me.

      The horde also noticed the onlookers and shifted their hunt in that direction. The men and women on the ridge stood firm as the hungry horde approached. I felt a sharp object pierce my back; I looked down to see an arrow protruding from my chest. I pulled it out and turned to see three archers behind some rocks. I smiled as I turned my attention to them. The witches on the top of the plateau distracted the horde. These three would fill all my needs.

      They kept shooting their arrows as I approached. I threw a bundle of blue fire at the rock they used for protection. I levitated and flew to the rock, expecting my victims to be crouching in fear. There was nothing but twigs and dirt. I felt a scrape on the back of my calf. A spear had grazed me. It had come from the sky. I looked up, but the sky was empty. As I looked into the sky, I saw three arrows launch from the plateau. They started in the opposite direction of me, then turned towards where I stood.

      The three archers were an apparition. The elders were trying to draw me away from the fight and seclude me. They knew the hunger would control me and baited the trap with visions of prey. I needed to be smarter and ignore the pains caused by the hunger. The realization that I was not in control was a gift. I looked at the monstrosities across the field of battle. My intention to create an army had created nothing more than mindless and uncontrollable zombies. I felt fortunate that the elders would have to waste their time cleaning up my mess while I escaped and started an alternative plan.

      I needed a diversion to make my escape. The elders remained safe on the high ground that they had. I needed to get the zombies up there to cause chaos. I looked to see what I had at my disposal. I spotted three dead pine trees. I concentrated on the trees as the branches broke off and fell to the ground. I had tapped into another ancient dark magic and could feel the drain on my soul. The branches fell to the ground as I steadied myself for the next phase. I levitated the branches and sent them hurling into the soil of the plateau. I could see the looks on the elders’ faces as they saw the branches hurl into the dirt. The smiles on their faces showed me their hubris. I felt lucky that they had not figured out what I was doing. When I hurled the last branch, I could already see the zombies had figured out they could climb up to the top. They wasted no time as they scaled the side of the steep hill. The smiles turned to shock as the first of the zombies broke the ridge plane and ran after the elders. I heard screaming. I heard pain as they attacked. The elders and their armies were now busy fighting and had no time to track me.

      I walked to the shoreline of the Mississippi and looked at the water. I strolled into the river until the water was up to my chin. I swam gently with the current. I felt the water penetrate my clothing as I realized I could control the water. I took a deep breath and put my head under the water. I felt a surge as a new uncurrent swept me past the plateau and all my enemies. My escape was flawless. The best place for me to go was St. Louis.

    

  


  
    
      I climbed onto a steamboat that was heading to St. Louis. I took my time and converted the crew and passengers into my new horde. We bypassed every stop along the way until we came upon Batchtown. We landed in the middle of the night and quietly loaded wood, coal, and fresh water. There were only a few people on the dock. They joined us on our journey as we continued to St. Louis.

      We traveled past St. Louis to Fort Kaskaskia, outside of Chester. The fort contained a few soldiers; it was defendable, and easy to take, which made it the perfect choice to rebuild my horde. I had fifty-eight members in my horde. I needed at least two thousand before I could face the covens and their elders. I created six teams, each with six members. Each would travel in different directions and bring me five dead bodies and one living human for sustenance. I needed to raise them myself. I couldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      The process worked for the first seven days. Every day I would add more teams. My horde was well over one thousand. The eighth day I had lost six teams; they never returned. I knew this meant my enemies were near. I raised all the remaining bodies and fed to control the hunger. I stationed sentinels around the fort, guards at the gate, and readied the horde. I scanned the grimoire for instructions on how to open portals. I failed at every attempt. The book fell on the floor and opened to the first page. The warning to all that attempted the ascension to finish the ceremony no matter what.

      I didn’t have enough of a force to wipe out the witches, warlocks, and necromancers. I created another plan. I took ten members of my horde and gave them the power to raise. This time would be different. I was in a fort that I could hold for days. If they brought the monsters back here during the attack, the elders would have to fight on two fronts. The plan was good, except I knew the fort was being watched. I needed to get them out without being spotted.

      I waited till evening. I decided that I would send twenty by way of the river. I would have them swim north to the more populated areas and convert entire towns. I fed one last time on the last remaining human. I summoned my strength to catapult the twenty through the air and into the river. I had the group huddle together as I raised my hands to levitate them. I whipped my arms to the direction of the river. I heard the splashes of those that had made it to the river. I also heard branches of trees breaking and the thuds of bodies hitting the ground. I ran up the ladder to see how many made it. I counted twelve heads swimming in the water. I could see four more limping towards the water. Sixteen was not a bad number. I watched by the moonlight as they went around the bend in the river. All I needed was time.

    

  


  
    
      I watched as the armies of witches assembled. It had been two days since I had sent the team of sixteen out. My only hope was they made it to the towns. I glimpsed at a tree and saw Steve as he studied the fort. He was a formidable tactician. He had been doing this for at least one hundred years and was by far the most terrifying soldier out there.

      Steve disappeared into the forest, then reemerged as he carried a white flag. He wanted to parlay. He was the only person I trusted. I had the gates opened and walked out into the clearing with my own white flag. I stopped a few feet from Steve and starred into his eyes.

      Steve smiled. “I am the only person out here you can’t kill, and your magic has no effect on me. So let’s cut the shit and get right to it, shall we?”

      I smiled back and nodded in agreement. I admired Steve’s blunt words. Few spoke this way in current times.

      Steve continued. “This is your only chance at peace. Surrender, strip naked, and agree to a binding. We will kill your army, release the souls, and put you in prison for the rest of your life. The upside is we will allow you to see Clyde once a week.”

      I took a deep breath. “That’s not the way to start a negotiation. Here is my counter. You stand at my side, the witches all surrender and join my horde. Together we will rule this world, both living and dead alike.”

      Steve drew a deeper breath, mocking me. “Your position is not as strong as you think. You will lose. I begged them for the chance to end this and spare your life. When we attack, you will die.”

      “You underestimate my power. You will not survive.”

      Steve grumbled. “Damn it all. You did this to stop the war, not to start another one. There is a truce in place because of you. You got what you wanted. It’s time to stop.”

      “The truce will only last until someone breaks it. I’m the only one that can create an eternal peace.”

      “By enslaving all the nations? By making them your walking dead slaves? This will not happen. Oh, side note. This is only half the army; the other half is cleaning up the mess your sixteen dead heads made. They aren’t coming to save your arse.”

      I couldn’t control my anger. I raised my hand to strike Steve down. I didn’t care if he was carrying the white flag or not. I created a blue fireball and threw it at Steve’s chest. It passed through as if he wasn’t there.

      Steve laughed. “The elders are astral projecting my image. I don’t trust you. Make your peace with your ancestors. You’re about to join them.”

      The image of Steve disappeared and was replaced with the regiments of the elders. I turned to escape to my fortress when I felt the arrows hitting my back. I had reinforced my coat to protect me from projectiles. The impact still hurt, but the tips did not penetrate my skin. I was halfway to the fort when I heard the flapping of wings. I turned to look at the sky to see a wall of fire coming my way. Dragons hadn’t been seen for at least two centuries. I had thought they escaped this realm. I was wrong. I covered my body with my coat. The coat withstood the first wave. The damage it sustained was considerable; it wouldn’t survive a second attack. The second pass of the dragons fired the fort. The fire engulfed my horde. They tried to escape the fort and fight, but the bodies disintegrated in the heat.

      I felt the puncture of arrows in my chest as I turned to face the elders. An energy bolt came from the sky and hit my back before I could attack. This drove me to my knees as I felt the pain radiate through my body. The fight was over. I had a fleeting hope for mercy. I perched myself on my knees and screamed as I watched the dragons swoop in for the last attack. I held my arms out as the wave of fire engulfed my body. The pain disappeared as I saw my ancestors led by Sedecla cut through the fire. They grabbed my arms and pulled me up.

      A doorway ripped through the fabric of the world and opened. There was a bright, warm light coming from the door. I took a step toward it and heard a horrible shriek in the air above me. I looked up. It was the dragon with at least a dozen of my soldiers clawing and biting it. I looked over to where the elders had stood during the battle. There were thousands of the same monsters closing in on their ranks. My horde had arrived. They had not failed. The army the elders sent to stop them were all turned. I may have died, but it was not in defeat. I smiled as I walked toward the door. I had left the battlefield prematurely, but the real battle had just begun. The great witch armies would feel my wrath. I entered the doorway, hearing the screams of my enemies. Satisfied that they would remember me for centuries to come.
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      “How can one doubt the Prime’s divinity with the wonders of His world staring us in the face?”

      Captain Raush lowered the telescopic lens, grinning at the vista of the Floating Hills. Great masses of stone, some the size of mountains, hovered in mid-air against an amber backdrop of storm-locked clouds. Multicolored lightning flashed in the distant haze, and a speck tumbled from one massive boulder to another, ricocheting like a spent bullet.

      “The gods cursed this land,” muttered Raush’s white-robed companion. “The Hex is wild here.”

      “There is only one god, my good man.” Raush turned to the former leader of the heretic colony, a brown-faced fellow with sad blue eyes. “I understand your doubt, but the proof lies before you. The Prime lives. He walks and breathes. Please understand—conversion is best for you all. Ahmin—I can call you Ahmin, can’t I?”

      The cultist gave a grudging nod.

      “Ahmin, your people will enjoy living under His care.” Raush put a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. His arm was bony under the robe—rations were scarce in the camps. “The Prime will soon reveal His truth to all the poor wretches of the world.”

      Ahmin’s blue eyes hardened. “Your Dominion grows by the season! You people take and take without end. How many lie dead because they refused to bend? How many nations crushed under your heels? The gods—”

      “Ah!” Raush raised a finger, silencing the white-robed heretic. “Again, Ahmin, you are mistaken. The Prime is the only true god. Why cling to ancient myths? Stories carved in stone or scrawled on moldy leather are meaningless. The Prime has demonstrated his divinity. Doubt in the face of concrete evidence is…well…insanity.”

      “Insanity?” Ahmin raised his hands, rattling the chains binding his wrists. “If your truth is so self-evident, then why enforce it through subjugation? That is insanity, Captain. Strike these bonds from my wrists and—”

      “The restraints remain.” Raush gave him a curt smile. “You will learn the truth in time. We’re shipping your people to the capital.”

      “The capital?” Ahmin’s face drained of color.

      “Why, yes.” Raush turned to the wondrous expanse of the Floating Hills. “You’re to be re-educated in one of the finest academies in the Dominion. And don’t worry, we won’t separate your families. The Prime believes that families should worship together, Long May He Live.”

      Ahmin gazed from the distant storm to Raush and back again. His face danced with uncertainty, and he turned to regard the length of Raush’s airship. Raush smiled, though he kept the expression slight—he’d seen countless men consider the same anxious stream of thoughts. Would he run, attempt deceit, beg for his life, or make a grand, defiant gesture?

      Raush prepared to draw his pistol.

      “How can you do this?” Ahmin glowered at his chains, his shoulders quivering. “We are simple folk. Farmers! Why must you—”

      “Everything within the Eternity Line lies under the Prime’s Dominion,” Raush said. “Now, before the unpleasantness begins, I have questions.”

      Ahmin grimaced.

      “Why did your people flee into the Floating Hills?” Raush stepped to the railing of his ship, gesturing at the shattered landscape. “The Awakened Few abhor the Hex. Unless I’m mistaken, you won’t even touch Hex-tech to till your vegetables. Why would the escapees run straight into a permanent Hex storm?”

      “I don’t know.” Ahmin looked away.

      “You cannot save them.” Raush clasped his hands behind his back and stepped close to Ahmin, narrowing his eyes. “They belong to the Prime. Their bodies, their souls, their very lives exist to serve His Dominion.”

      “Do you think I will betray them?” Ahmin met his gaze. “My own people?”

      Raush offered him another curt smile. “I hoped you’d see reason. I have no wish to deploy search parties. My men tire of this mission. They’re hungry, and they despair of this constant resistance. If you tell us where they’ve gone, we’ll recover them peacefully, and those responsible for the…unpleasant incident…at the camp will face justice.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Raush sighed. “Ahmin, if you test me, you’ll find nothing but determination under my polished exterior. If I have to drag every wretched member of your ridiculous little cult on deck and execute them one by one, I will. I’ll load your children into the Hex cannon and fire them into the storm, if that’s what it takes.”

      Ahmin took an involuntary step backward, but the guard behind him blocked his retreat. “You’re a monster!”

      “I am no such thing.” Raush stepped closer, holding Ahmin’s horrified stare. “We are building a better world, Ahmin—a world of the Prime’s making, as He intended. And as underbrush must be burned so new growth may spring, the rabble must be cleansed or cleared away. Which do you prefer?”

      Ahmin appealed to the amber sky, closing his eyes. Doubtless the man was praying to his false gods. People clung to their myths when faced with mortality. Such determination was respectable.

      It was also foolish.

      Ahmin took a deep breath and met Raush’s gaze with a peaceful expression. “I shall never bow to your oppression. Do what you wish—I refuse to collaborate.”

      Raush sighed. “Ahmin, please reconsider.”

      “I’ve searched my heart and found the determination of the gods—the true gods.” Ahmin straightened his back, presenting his heart to Raush. “Visit horror upon my body and my soul will rise through the storm.”

      Raush shook his head—give the rabble an option, and they chose destruction. He turned from the railing of his airship and drew the pistol at his belt. It was a massive weapon with a wooden handle and a heavy compensator on the muzzle’s tip. He held it in both hands, turning it so Ahmin could see the letters etched into its polished barrel.

      “Can you read, Ahmin?” Raush proffered the weapon, touching his fingertip to the words. “What does it say?”

      Ahmin gulped. “My Will Be Done.”

      “No shortage of education out here.” Raush gave him a lightning grin and racked the slide of his pistol. “These are made in the capital. Each is touched by the Prime Himself, blessed with these words. They are both protection and directive. Understand?”

      Ahmin shook his head, his uneasy eyes following the gun.

      “These are granted to true servants of the Dominion.” Raush stepped closer. “Entrusted to those who carry His desires forward. Nothing done with these weapons can be sinful, no matter how…depraved. Actions carried out by their wielders are considered direct expressions of the Prime’s will.”

      Raush raised the barrel, holding it a pace’s distance from Ahmin’s fearful stare.

      “They fire bullets larger than a thumb.” Raush quirked an eyebrow. “With a round that size, you don’t even have to hit your target. The sonic displacement of a near miss can do terrible damage.”

      “My pain shall end,” Ahmin said, closing his eyes, “and my soul will fly.”

      Raush laughed. “Your pain, Ahmin? You think I’d be so barbaric as to shoot off your arms and legs to make you talk? No—bodily harm rarely motivates honesty. I’ve learned many things in my time on the frontier, but nothing so useful as how to…encourage compliance.”

      Raush lowered the pistol as a group of marines appeared. They led a diminutive woman up the gangway and onto the fighting deck, keeping their manners as stiff as their uniforms. Raush suppressed a smile—his men were the finest, most disciplined soldiers in the Dominion. They didn’t drag their prisoner by the arm or shove her with the butts of their rifles. Their military bearing was enough to command respect.

      “Amala!” Ahmin lunged for the woman, but the guard behind him stepped on his chains. Ahmin turned an angry glare on Raush—there was his rage, his will to live. “What are you doing?”

      “Encouraging compliance.” Raush smiled. “Lads, take her to the railing.”

      The guards gestured Amala forward. She was tiny compared to the four soldiers and wrapped in a purple shawl and a filmy white robe. She walked to the hand-rail with her back straight, shooting tearful glances to Ahmin.

      “Now, Ahmin.” Raush smiled and raised his gun, training it in Amala’s direction. “Why did your people flee into the Floating Hills?”

      “Please! You don’t have to do this! I—”

      “Ahmin,” Raush said in a warning tone, “the time for begging has passed. Now is the time for answers.”

      “You’re a beast!” Ahmin hissed.  “A creature in man’s clothing!”

      Raush sighed. “You lower yourself to insults while I have your wife under my gun?”

      Raush squeezed the trigger, wincing at the titanic boom and the kick of the pistol’s recoil. He fired to Amala’s left side, close enough to shave. She fell to the deck with a pained yelp, and Ahmin leapt for her. The guard was ready for his fit, however, and his efforts gained him only centimeters. He raged and clawed against the chain, but Ahmin was long in his years, and he was no match for the Dominion soldier.

      Raush stepped toward Amala and leaned over her body. She lay in a whimpering heap, cradling the torn stump of her left arm. Blood pumped from the flesh below her elbow, staining the polished wood of the deck.

      “You monster!” Ahmin struggled against his chains.  “You beast!”

      “I told you, Ahmin.” Raush sighed, shaking his head at Amala’s bleeding form. “You don’t have to hit your target. Just aim nearby and…well, you see the results.”

      “The gods will bring us justice!” Ahmin snarled, spittle forming at the corners of his mouth. “They’ll cast you into the Dark!”

      “Focus, Ahmin—you can still save her.” Raush pointed the gun at Amala, who was struggling to staunch the flow of blood from her wound. “You’ve got about twenty more seconds before she faints. Crippled or dead—choose!”

      Ahmin met his eyes, his face twisted with rage. “Ask, then!”

      “Why did your people flee into the Floating Hills?” Raush leaned closer to Amala, gesturing with his pistol. “Quickly!”

      “They’re not our people anymore!” Ahmin shouted. “They’ve Forsaken themselves to escape! Vowed to take revenge! Now, please—let me save her!”

      “Ah, of course.” Raush lowered his gun and stepped away, nodding at the guards to release Ahmin. “They embraced the Hex, discarded your pacifist beliefs.”

      Ahmin dove across the deck and onto Amala, chattering in their native tongue. Raush watched as he wrapped the stump of his wife’s arm with her shawl and tightened it to stop the bleeding. He had practiced first aid before—he achieved the tourniquet even in chains.

      “I’m glad you’re skilled at those.” Raush cleared his pistol, reset the slide, and returned it to his belt. “Blood stains the wood, you know. It takes strong chemicals to clean it, and I prefer a polished deck.”

      Ahmin gave him a murderous glare. “The Forsaken will make you pay! They’ll burn everything—”

      “Yes, yes, burn everything I love, salt the ground of my home.” Raush sighed and gestured to one of his men. “Take them below and put them with the others.”

      “Yes, sir.” The soldier saluted, fist to chest, and ran an appraising eye over Amala. “Sir…that one’s half dead. Shouldn’t we cast her over the side?”

      Raush frowned. “Take her to the surgeon. See that she lives—if she dies, so do you.”

      “Sir?” The marine rocked back from the order. “What’s so important about the woman?”

      Raush sighed, peering into the haze. The Floating Hills, with their hovering mountains and perpetual storms, beckoned just over the railing. It was infamous for swallowing airships, even spawning wild tales of sky monsters and parallel dimensions.

      “The woman is nothing.” Raush stepped past the soldier, headed for the bridge. “But Ahmin is the only man with answers, and he has no other family in our custody. She still has three limbs, and I still have questions. Keep her heart beating.”

      Raush stalked away, leaving his men to clean the mess.
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      The Avalanche was a marvel of Dominion engineering. She was two hundred and sixty meters fore to aft and carried a response squadron of forty Screamers. Three combat battalions called her home, each divided and sub-divided according to their specialties. It was armed with two heavy Hex cannons—Raush had named them Scamp and Scurvy after his childhood puppies—and housed a crew of over a thousand skysailors. Whether she was boarded or engaged from the storm, Avalanche was ready for battle.

      She had dual primary powerplants—Hex-built engines that supplied energy to the rest of the airship. A cold-matrix frame, like the skeleton of a giant whale, kept her afloat, resisting the force of gravity. It took sixteen spindrives to maneuver her in mid-air, and she had four vortex rotors when she needed airspeed. Nothing as large as Avalanche could be nimble, but she was one of the fastest ships in the Dominion fleet.

      Raush stared through the tinted glass of the bridge’s forward window, squinting through the amber haze at the man scrubbing Amala’s blood from the deck. He mopped haphazardly, conversing with another soldier as they shared a cigarette. If they didn’t get it scrubbed clean, it would stain the walkway forever. Raush cringed at the thought of a High Lecter—or worse, the Prime Himself—walking over the spot.

      “—flying into the storm is madness,” Lorriston, the Chief Hexbuilder, said. “The Hex can amplify energy in the Floating Hills—that’s what it does, Commander Vilstead. Imagine one bolt of lightning—just one—striking the wrong way. If the Hex burns, the lightning might get hot enough to melt steel. Maybe it blows every conduit in our wardnet. And Cooling? Cooling is even worse. What if the lighting becomes a physical object and rips through the ship? Avalanche cruises at fifteen knots. What do you think would happen if we crashed into a pole? The hull would tear open like—”

      “Enough.” Raush raised a hand, and the arguments between his bridge officers ceased. “Your concerns are noted, Chief Lorriston, but I need to know how the conditions will affect our systems.”

      Commander Vilstead, Raush’s Executive Officer, shot Lorriston a triumphant glare.

      Lorriston deflated. “Older ships can brave a Hex storm, but Avalanche has delicate integrated systems. If we take a Hexed lightning strike, it could cause a chain reaction that blows out every conduit between the powerplants and…say, the spindrives. It only takes three dead engines before this tub’s in danger of flipping over. No one’s flown a Dominion Cruiser into a blow like that, sir.”

      Raush nodded. “Lieutenant Kori? I know little of your gifts or how they’re affected by a Hex storm. Avalanche can’t fly without her pilot. Are you up for the mission?”

      Kori, a slight girl of twenty years, gave a fierce salute. “I’m always ready to fight, Captain. The storm will…make things harder, but I can withstand it. I’ll keep her in the air, sir.”

      Raush suppressed a smile—young officers were always exuberant, but their enthusiasm often blinded them to the obvious. “Lieutenant, I can’t have you convulsing at a random Hex surge and going catatonic. Is that a possibility?”

      “No, sir!” Kori winced. “At least, not that I’m aware, sir. I’ve never flown through a Hex storm.”

      “Well, you’re a Balance, aren’t you? Sensitive to both sides of it?” Raush peered at the girl. “How do you feel now, hovering outside the tempest?”

      Kori shrugged. “Fine, sir. Fit to fight.”

      Raush smiled, and Lieutenant Kori beamed in response.

      “Let’s discuss the realities of the situation.” Raush stepped between his officers, hands clasped behind his back. “Since the Prime declared the Eternity Line’s expansion, the Magisterium ordered that no one living under new Dominion lands can escape northward. Past the Floating Hills lies the border of Telaran—a small nation friendly to the League. Recent intelligence reports League forces gathered at their southern border. Just military advisers, according to League representatives, but the Magisterium is suspicious. My orders were to expect hostile engagement in this zone.”

      The bridge officers traded quick glances. Lorriston looked as grim as always, but Commander Vilstead appeared orgasmic at the thought of battle. Lieutenant Kori had a frightened cast to her complexion, but she nodded.

      “This insurgency is no threat to our forces in the region, but news of our occupation cannot escape northward. If they make it through the Floating Hills and into Telaran, it will alert the League of our presence. It could be the spark that restarts the war. So, Chief Lorriston, as you can see—we are flying into that storm. We will apprehend these rebels and return without being detected. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Good.” Raush stalked to the window, peering into the gale. “Now, Commander Vilstead, are there updates from the camp?”

      Vilstead stepped to Raush’s side—an irritating habit.

      “They killed three guards in the escape, sir, at close quarters with a blade.” Vilstead’s eyes blazed. “To prevent them from raising the alarm, I assume. The prisoners stripped the guards of their weapons, attacked the ground-port, and escaped in a troop carrier.”

      Raush raised a finger to signal a pause. “The carrier—what model did they steal?”

      “Just a standard Rock Jumper, Captain.” Vilstead shrugged. “The overseer is livid. That was one of two vehicles his unit was issued.”

      Raush narrowed his eyes. “Go on, Commander.”

      “Yes, sir.” Vilstead straightened his immaculate uniform. “The escapees were last seen flying north.”

      “And why weren’t they fired upon?” Raush raised an eyebrow. “There are two Hex cannon batteries at the camp. I’ve inspected them myself.”

      Vilstead sneered. “The gun crews were on a leisure pass. They were nowhere near the action.”

      Raush shook his head, rubbing at the short beard on his chin. Three guards murdered in silence and a convenient circumstance that allowed the prisoners to flee. Impressive feats for pacifist heretics.

      “Commander Vilstead, what do you make of the information?”

      Vilstead inflated. “Well, sir, doubtless these unbelievers have succumbed to their own natures. We’ve seen endless lunacy on this mission. Mothers and children leaping to their deaths, people burning themselves alive, and all done in service to their false, ancient gods. If these pagan fools will die for their delusions, why not murder?”

      “I see.” Raush kept his expression blank. “Chief Lorriston?”

      “I’d point out that those Rock Jumpers at the camp were in ill repair, and they’re not built for the upper winds. They can climb a few hundred meters maximum, and I’ll bet they can’t get twenty clicks without a charge.”

      “Thank you, Chief. And you, Lieutenant Kori?”

      Kori paled. “Ah…me, sir?”

      “You are a bridge officer on this crew.” Raush encouraged her with a nod. “Time to earn those Lieutenant’s bars.”

      Kori straightened, clearing her throat. “Right, ah—that is, yes, sir. Well, not to speak against Commander Vilstead, but…something is odd about the jailbreak.”

      Raush smiled. “Go on, Lieutenant.”

      “Who taught these Awakened Few to fight with a blade? I thought they were pacifists. And a Rock Jumper? Did they learn to fly it overnight? I think they had help, sir.”

      “You’ve hit the matter in the broadside.” Raush acknowledged Kori with another nod. “Three dead guards, a stolen Rock Jumper, and—something you all overlooked—the convenient timing of the escape. This suggests a variable skill set. An intelligent adversary, someone who—”

      “A spy!” Kori exclaimed.

      Raush turned to the Lieutenant, his expression full of stony displeasure.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t apologize, Lieutenant, but remember to keep your bearing,” Raush said. “And you are once again correct. There was a spy embedded in camp. Either a member of the Awakened Few or one of the guards.”

      Vilstead bristled. “An enemy agent in our midst? This entire time?”

      “Hiding is what they do, Commander.” Raush waved a dismissive hand, signaling an end to the meeting. “Everyone to your stations. Lieutenant—get us higher in the air. Let’s give the lookouts a better vantage and see how Avalanche reacts to the storm.”

      “Yes, sir!” Kori snapped a salute and leapt to obey.

      “Chief, I want your men on watch. If something goes wrong, I need all hands available fixing the problem.”

      Lorriston nodded. “It’ll be done, Captain.”

      “And Commander, plot the three likeliest courses our escapees would have taken. The hunt is on.”

      Vilstead grinned. “With pleasure, sir.”

      “And send someone to pull Ahmin and his people from their current accommodations.” Raush tapped a finger to the grip on his pistol. “He knows more than he’s telling.”

      “Where should I put them, sir?”

      Raush smiled. “Somewhere with a view.”
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      Avalanche shuddered as another bolt of energy hammered the Hexshield, dimming the instruments. Raush gripped the handrail near the viewing window, and a mad vision of his ship losing power and tearing itself apart tightened his stomach. After a heartbeat in a darkened bridge lit by iridescent lightning, the lights brightened and the familiar hum of Avalanche’s spindrives returned. Gauges flickered back to life in orange flashes, their readouts the telltale color of Hex-burned light.

      “Lieutenant Kori?” Raush called over his shoulder.

      The slight officer grimaced, a yellow glow leaking from her squinted eyes. Sweat beaded on her brow, and though she held the controls steady, there was a troublesome quiver in her limbs. The ship’s wardnet was much like the human brain. Wardscript conduits linked by solonite wiring brought information to Kori’s fingertips from all over the vessel. From the pilot’s seat, she sensed every shift in motion, each thump against the hull, and the demand on the engines. She controlled the airship as if it was her own body. As a Balance, Kori felt both expressions of Hexed energy, whether hot or cold, and could manipulate them while flying the ship. Outside the seat, she could only listen to the Hex—she couldn’t accelerate energy like a Burner or soothe it like a Coldeye.

      Seated at the helm of a Dominion Cruiser, however, Kori was more powerful than any Hexweaver.

      “I’m fine, sir.” Kori winced at another lightning strike, and the yellow light in her eyes brightened. “Bit of a headache, but I can handle it.”

      “Inform me the moment you tire.” Raush squinted into the storm. “Chief Lorriston?”

      “Power’s still at ninety percent, Captain. All systems functioning, but I wouldn’t push her too hard. There are boulders floating around out there.”

      “Let the Lieutenant and I worry about flying, Chief. Focus on the systems.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The ship rattled again as something banged into her forward Hexshield. Blue light blossomed from the impact and spread outward from the site, illuminating the shield’s bubble. The object—a massive rock—bounced from the shield and tumbled into the amber haze.

      “No damage, sir!” called Lieutenant Kori.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Raush grinned. “I’ll trust your judgment, just notify me when there’s a problem.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Commander Vilstead entered the bridge through the aft stairwell, allowing the noise of wind and rain to filter through the hatch. He stomped up the stairs, removing his hat and shaking off the rain. Raush grimaced—a skysailor would have to mop that. They mopped anyway, but fastidiousness was a trait he prized in his officers.

      “I arranged the heretics as commanded, sir.” Vilstead saluted, dropping more rain from his coat. “Do you have further orders where they’re concerned?”

      “None at the moment, Commander.”

      Raush took the telescopic lens from his pocket and snapped it open. Most airships had a forward fighting bridge, but Avalanche was a newer model—she had a fly-bridge raised above the stern. It afforded Raush an unrestricted view of the bow.

      Thirty-two members of the heretical Awakened Few were tied to the railing. Vilstead had stripped them of their filmy clothing, and they stood bare to the elements. While the Hexshield repelled fast, solid objects like bullets and boulders, it allowed the rain and wind to pass unhindered. Ahmin and his people were helpless to the gentle care of the storm. Raush made a tsk-tsk with his tongue as his lens alighted on the slight form of Amala. She crouched at the railing, her single arm bound with a thick rope, huddling as best she could against the chill. Her body was near emaciated from her time in the camps.

      An hour in the rain would soften them for questioning. Gathering information from locals was always tedious. There was no honor in brutality, but one could find satisfaction at having performed one’s duties to the utmost. All service in His name was glorious.

      “Commander Vilstead, check our position, if you please.”

      Vilstead spun on his heel and went to the map table, gesturing at a pair of junior ensigns. Raush watched in his periphery—Vilstead was a capable officer, and he’d served his time, but the man was too reliant on his juniors. He browbeat his subordinates and rarely verified information himself. He was also the type who balked at verbal correction. Raush’s every criticism had to be on paper, and that was never good for an officer’s career.

      Vilstead nodded to an ensign and straightened. “Sir, best estimates put us nine clicks into the southern sector of the Floating Hills. We’ll soon reach the heart of the storm on our current heading.”

      “I’d advise against flying into the eye, Captain.” Chief Lorriston caught Raush’s attention and gestured at Lieutenant Kori. She’d gone pale, and her brow beaded with sweat. “Hex fluctuations will be strongest there.”

      “There’s a group of massive objects orbiting the tempest,” Vilstead continued, shooting Lorriston an irritated glance. “Four major rock formations hover in the gale, drawn into its orbit by large deposits of solonite in their cores.”

      “Floating mountains orbiting a Hex storm,” muttered Chief Lorriston. “Creepy. No wonder this region is uninhabited.”

      “Not completely.” Raush turned from the viewing window. “There’s an ancient temple built on the largest mountain. Hexweavers of old traveled there to commune with the storm.”

      Chief Lorriston whistled a disbelieving note. “Who in the empty Dark would build a church out here? Hexburners are bloody crazy. Coldeyes too, if you ask—”

      Raush cleared his throat, glaring at Lorriston, and the man fell silent.

      “It’s the only known structure in this sector.” Raush turned back to the window, squinting into the amber clouds, willing the damned haze to clear. “Given the range of their stolen Rock Jumper, the temple is their only option for shelter. The forest below is too dense to land the aircraft.”

      “Still, sir, it’s mad to fly a Rock Jumper into this storm. They don’t have Hexshields, just standard armoring.” Chief Lorriston shook his head and glanced at the instrument readouts. “I’m surprised we’ve made it this far. I think if we search the ground between here and camp, we’ll find that Rock Jumper torn to shreds and the bodies of escaped heretics scattered in the wreckage.”

      “Perhaps, Chief, but first we’ll check the ruins.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lorriston saluted and fell silent, gazing at the various orange-hued instruments.

      “Bring her sunward, Lieutenant,” Raush said as he peered into the storm. “The winds are stronger up there, but we won’t smack into the ground.”

      “Around here, the ground can smack into us,” muttered Lorriston.

      Raush turned a frosty expression on his Chief Hexbuilder. Lorriston paled, but Raush left the criticism to a glare. He didn’t mind banter, but direct challenges to his commands were intolerable.

      “Sir!” Lieutenant Kori’s voice was dry, and her eyes shone bright enough to paint yellow shadows on the bulkhead. “We’re nearing the eye, sir. I can feel it. There’s something—”

      Kori yanked the controls, and Avalanche lurched to starboard. She tilted hard, and the whine of her spindrives resonated through the hull. The outside rotors whirred to life, and a vibration strained the entire vessel.

      Through the viewing window, a vast, dark landmass came through the mists like a boulder shot from a catapult. Kori growled with the effort of turning the massive Cruiser, and the ship shuddered with her voice. Objects tumbled across the room, and the startled cries of skysailors filled the bridge.

      Centrifugal force pressed Raush into the floor as Kori pulled harder into the starboard turn. He grasped the handrail and held tight, keeping his knees bent to stay afoot. One of the junior ensigns had fallen and was struggling to his feet.

      The landmass slid out of view on the port side, revealing a scene of pure chaos. In the distance, a funnel cloud reached from the roiling canopy to the ground. Lightning flashed in vivid reds and blues through its center, striking anything close enough to trigger a reaction. Rocks and debris tumbled in the cyclone, creating a deadly field of spinning projectiles.

      Orbiting the eye of the storm were massive rock formations. Greenery clung to scattered patches on the mountains, but no trees grew on the irregular slopes. Sometimes vegetative growth exploded in Hex storms—chemical energy burned as readily as kinetic—but plants here would be short-lived.

      The vibration in the hull abated, and Avalanche settled into a normal attitude.

      “She’s steady, sir.” Kori let out a tired breath. “Powerplants still kicking, shields at maximum.”

      “Stunning work, Lieutenant,” Raush said. “You saved our lives with that quick reaction.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Kori beamed again, and she sat straighter in the pilot’s seat.

      Vilstead stepped to the window, pulling his own telescopic lens from a pocket. He snapped it to his eye like an actor in a play. Did Raush look so ridiculous with his spyglass?

      “Sir—the temple. Two degrees port of our bow, on the highest cliff of that…mountain.” Vilstead offered his telescope to Raush. He took it, albeit with reluctance. “Shall I alert the gun crew, Captain?”

      “Patience, Commander.” Raush put the lens to his eye, careful to keep it from touching his skin. “Lieutenant Kori—find a sizable boulder and park us in its shadow. I want to remain undetected for as long as possible. Hover the ship at high zero and take a break.”

      “If they’ve posted a lookout, they can’t see us through the storm at this distance.” Vilstead took his lens back from Raush and snapped it shut. “We should attack, sir.”

      “Assume there’s a lookout, Commander.” Raush let his gaze hover on his Executive Officer to drive his point home. By his answering frown, he read the criticism as a personal insult. “We will remain hidden until I give the order.”

      “Yes, sir.” Vilstead gave a tight grin, but his eyes burned with indignation.

      By the Prime, I hope I don’t have to kill him.

      Raush went to the exit hatch and gathered his extra clothing. He shrugged into his heavy raincoat, putting the collar up to cover his neck. It was chilly on an airship’s fighting deck.

      “Let’s speak to our friend Ahmin.” Raush waved for Commander Vilstead to follow. “I trust the storm has softened his resolve.”
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      Ahmin shivered in the frigid wind. He glared up at Raush and hissed quivering breaths through his teeth. Sheered of his clothing, he was an unimpressive man. The rain had plastered his long black hair to his body. A striking amount of hair covered his olive skin, though the temperature made him pallid.

      Raush offered the cultist a friendly smile. “You look terrible, Ahmin. Is it the cold?”

      Ahmin grimaced, and the marines standing guard snickered.

      “Is this…the loving care of your…your god?” Ahmin growled. “You offer the gun…or the storm!”

      “Your time in the rain has brought you clarity.” Raush smirked, drawing deeper into his coat. “I’ve found that few people can stand discomfort—real discomfort—for very long. It clears away petty concerns and leaves only the most pressing matters for one’s consideration. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “You…are a monster!”

      Raush sighed. “Ahmin, since you stepped foot on my ship, I’ve fed and sheltered you. I’ve offered you nothing but honesty.”

      “You shot my wife!”

      “That was your fault, Ahmin.” Raush grabbed Ahmin by the hair, yanking his head back to bear his throat. “A righteous injury earned by the lies trickling from your traitorous mouth. Imagine my surprise to discover that, yet again, your honesty eludes you.”

      Ahmin’s eyes widened, but the only noise he made was a frightened croak.

      “There was a spy in camp, Ahmin.” Raush pinched the man’s cheeks together, wrenching his face back and forth like a disobedient child. “There was a spy in camp, and you know their identity. No—ah, ah—don’t look away from me, Ahmin. Who is the spy?”

      Ahmin blinked rain from his eyes. “I don’t know!”

      “Ahmin,” Raush said in a chiding tone. “Ahmin, Ahmin, Ahmin. I knew this fellow back in Fleet Academy. He was a small man, unassuming and antisocial. I once caught him stabbing a rodent to death on the parade field. The fool must’ve been at it for quite a while, because the rat was nothing but a mess of shredded flesh by the time I saw it. The Fleet elevated him to its topmost ranks. Do you know why? Because mercy in the pursuit of perfection is no virtue.”

      Raush leaned closer, putting his thumbs into Ahmin’s eyes. “I could press out your eyeballs and no one would stop me. If I beat you to death in front of your cult, my Executive Officer would recommend me for a medal.”

      “Quite right, sir,” muttered Commander Vilstead.

      “I could rip out your throat with my own teeth and there wouldn’t be an alarmed titter raised in my direction, do you understand?” Raush pressed his fingers into Ahmin’s eye sockets until he screamed. “Who is the spy?”

      “Stop!” Ahmin’s mouth twisted with pain. “Please!”

      “Who is it?”

      “He called himself Clover!”

      Raush released Ahmin’s head, startled at his own excited breathing. He shared a sideways glance with Vilstead—the man had a wild, pleasured look on his face—and straightened his coat. Raush itched to touch his pistol again, but he resisted the urge.

      “Clover.” Raush made a disgusted noise. “The League Intelligence Service has a ridiculous convention of naming their field agents after flowers. Did you know that, Commander?”

      “I’ve read it somewhere before, sir.”

      “When did you first make contact with this Clover?” Raush shook with the need to strike Ahmin, but it would serve no purpose other than childish relief. “What did he offer you? Money?”

      Ahmin looked away, clenching his mouth shut.

      Raush’s lip twitched, a sudden rage filling him with heat. He allowed the moment to stretch long enough for consideration, but Ahmin kept silent. Raush sighed through his nose and turned to Commander Vilstead.

      “Pull her off the rail.”

      Vilstead supervised as the marines untied Amala from the railing. Her wounded stump was bandaged, though it was the only clothing she wore. The guards left her cowering on the deck and backed away. Amala shivered, her bony form reminiscent of a small bird.

      Raush drew his pistol and trained it on her once again.

      “Ahmin, if you continue this irrational silence, I’ll ravage your wife’s body with bullets.” Raush put his finger on the trigger. “However, if you’re forthcoming with me from this point forward, I’ll give her a warm bath and a blanket. You have my word.”

      Ahmin shared a long, heartfelt look with his ladylove. “I’m sorry, love…so, so sorry. I can’t—”

      Before anyone could stop her, Amala sprinted for the railing. She gripped the handrail with her good arm and vaulted over the side, planting her feet on the curved outer hull. The marines shouted in alarm and ran to intercept her, but they were too far away.

      “Worry not, my love!” she said. “My soul will rise! Protect him!”

      Amala leapt backward, disappearing into the storm.

      “No!” Ahmin lurched toward his wife, but both his arms were lashed to the rail. “Amala! Amala!”

      Raush sputtered a surprised grunt—he was still holding his pistol. He lowered the weapon and shared a thoughtful glance with Commander Vilstead. Again, the man’s eyes were full of sick fascination.

      “That was…honorable.” Raush holstered his weapon. “Commander, take these wretches below.”

      Vilstead stiffened, spinning to face Raush. “Sir?”

      “Return the heretics to the brig, Commander.” Raush met his indignant stare. “Without incidents along the way.”

      Vilstead’s jaw worked, but he swallowed his anger. “Sir, there’s still intelligence to gather. This worm has information that—”

      “We have everything we need, Commander.” Raush stepped closer, moving into Vilstead’s personal space. “Take them to their cells. Move quickly—I’ll have more orders upon your return.”

      The veins in Vilstead’s head stood out, but he managed a salute. “Yes, sir.”

      Vilstead moved to untie Ahmin, but Raush stopped him with a gesture.

      “Not him. Leave him with me.”

      “As you say, Captain.”

      Raush glared at Vilstead as he barked commands at the marines. They walked down the line, untying the Awakened Few from the railing. Raush waited until his men were out of earshot. Pulling a knife from his coat, he sliced Ahmin’s restraints. Ahmin collapsed to the deck.

      “Protect him—your wife’s dying words.” Raush crouched to Ahmin’s level. “Few relationships inspire that kind of devotion. Your son is with the escapees, isn’t he? He went against your wishes, forsook your pacifist ways, and chose to fight. That’s why you’ve been so obstinate from the start, isn’t it?”

      Ahmin grimaced at the spot where his wife had leapt into the storm.

      “It’s fine, Ahmin. The pain on your face is all the confirmation I need.” Raush stood and drew his pistol again. “I cannot let them escape, Ahmin. If your son is huddled in those ruins with a League spy and a nest of insurgents, I’ll have no choice but to destroy them.”

      Ahmin shut his eyes, tears flooding from them.

      “I cannot expect you to betray your own child to me, even if you have useful information.” Raush shrugged when Ahmin gave him a surprised glance. “Extracting it would take more cruelty than I’m willing to allow. You’ve suffered for your people, Ahmin, and your wife’s sacrifice…affected me. I respect her determination. I won’t force you to sit below, listening to the Hex rounds fired at your son.”

      “You won’t?”

      “No.” Raush worked the slide on his pistol, chambering a round. “I cannot deliver you from your pain, Ahmin, but I can offer you a choice.”

      “What choice?” Ahmin’s lip trembled with anger. “What could you possibly offer me?”

      “The gun,” Raush said, “or the storm.”

      In the end, Ahmin followed his wife. He screamed on his way down—a single, frightened yelp—but Raush could forgive him that small indignity. It was better to meet one’s death by design than circumstance.

      At least he’d saved a bullet, and there were no new bloodstains on his fighting deck.
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      The ancient temple was a stout, square building perched on a precarious cliff. It stood on the leeward side of a jagged boulder, sheltered from the eye. It floated in the stream of wild Hex energies around the storm, orbiting a larger rock like an irregular moon. A gargantuan chain stretched between the two landmasses, lashing them together against the wind. The church had a row of window slits on its outward-facing wall, and warm light filtered through the narrow openings.

      Raush grinned, squinting through a scouting lens on deck. “Excellent work, Crewman. You’ve confirmed the presence of our escapees.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The young skysailor cleared his throat. “But there’s more, Captain. Look ten meters east from the base of the chain, sir, where the greenery clings to the rock.”

      Raush shifted the spyglass until his view centered on the massive anchor. Counting the notches in the scope, he moved eastward to a patch of waving grass. A wide piece of flat ground expanded past the vegetation, and Raush’s breath caught at what greeted his eyes. A stone bunker, like a low dome, sat on the flat expanse. A long cannon extended from the pillbox, lines of wardscript glowing down its sides. Soldiers fiddled with glowing Hex batteries or lounged on stacks of ammunition. Raush counted eight men, but more were likely hiding amongst the rocks.

      “Well, Crewman…what was your name?”

      “Stanich, sir.”

      “Crewman Stanich.” Raush stood from the far-lens and nodded to the young soldier. “Outstanding work. You may have just won the battle outright. Often the ship who sights first lives to fly again. Tell your supervisor to give an extra three days of leisure upon our return to camp.”

      Stanich did his best to stifle a grin. “Thank you, sir.”

      Raush surveyed the field. Kori had parked them on the leeward side of a massive boulder, a jagged slab of stone with an exposed solonite deposit facing the storm. The solonite absorbed the Hex, keeping the mass in the air. Its stormward glow would also shield the airship from detection. Avalanche hovered with her nose exposed, giving the telescopes on the prow view of the battlefield without opening her broadside to attack.

      The temple’s moon orbited closer to the eye, facing outward from the storm. The larger mountain at the base of the chain provided cover for the smaller masses hovering in its wake. Its sheer size plowed debris from its path, creating a field of calm air behind it. Raush stared across that distance, imagining the consequences of commanding Avalanche into its center.

      “Crewman Stanich?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’ll bet there are more gun emplacements you haven’t found. I’ll grant three more days on leisure for every turret you spot.”

      Stanich straightened, grinning. “That’s a deal, sir. I got the quickest eye on the ship.”

      “I’ll be sorry to lose you for so many days, then.” Raush returned the sailor’s smile and stepped aside from his station. “Have at it.”

      Raush moved to the railing, taking a wider view of the battlefield. He’d bet his twenty years in the Fleet that at least two more gun batteries protected the old temple. Avalanche could withstand three shots from a Hex cannon that size before her shields failed. After that, only aluminum, wood, and solonite shielded the thousands of marines who called the airship home. Hex rounds would rip her to shreds.

      If they flew outside the mountain’s wake, they’d expose themselves to debris kicked up by the storm. The League invaders covered themselves well. Avalanche had no safe approach to the target. Those guns would ravage her before she could turn to engage them all.

      “Keep looking, Crewman Stanich.” Raush spun on his heel, headed for the bridge. “Report your findings to the Officer of the Watch. I’ve battle plans to make.”
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      “So,” Commander Vilstead said, narrowing his eyes, “the League has established strongholds beyond the Eternity Line.”

      Chief Lorriston nodded. “They’d have to fly in supplies. Food, Hex charges, raw solonite, and water.”

      “Military outposts don’t spring up overnight.” Raush pointed at the landmass through the bridge’s viewing window. “It’s damned clever, what they’ve done. That mountain creates a wake of empty air behind it, and the cyclone fills everything else with tumbling debris. They have gun batteries on three separate positions covering the approach.”

      “Enough shots to cripple us before we can power up to fire,” Vilstead noted.

      “What of the Screamers?” Raush turned to Chief Lorriston. “Could they withstand the storm?”

      Lorriston frowned. “Light assault craft aren’t built with storms in mind, Captain. They’ve got the power to resist the wind, but they don’t have enough shielding to deflect boulders. And only the Prime knows how they’ll react to a lightning strike. We’ll take heavy losses, sir.”

      “We could use the Screamers as a distraction.” Vilstead shrugged when Lorriston gave him a horrified look. “Organize strafing runs on the pillboxes, and while the defenders focus on the Screamers, we unload with our Hex cannons.”

      Lorriston scowled. “We’d lose a tithe of ships to the enemy that way!”

      “Every one of them ready to die in service to the Prime.” Vilstead matched Lorriston’s tone. “As you should be.”

      “There’s no guarantee they’d engage the Screamers.” Raush held up a hand to forestall the argument. “If their gun sergeants are the least bit intelligent, they’ll focus their fire on the big target—Avalanche. We need to disable those guns before they realize they’re under attack.”

      Commander Vilstead nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I have another suggestion, sir.”

      “Please,” Raush said.

      “The Hexburner could help, sir. Lord Whisper.”

      “Ah, yes.” Raush gave an all-suffering sigh. “Lord Whisper. As much as it pains me to agree, Commander, you’re right. Ask him to meet me at the prow.”

      Raush headed back into the storm, hiding his reluctant grimace.
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      Hexweavers, whether Burners or Coldeyes, enjoyed an elevated status in Dominion society. The Prime had organized them into a class of their own, and while they technically fell into the chain of command under a special detachment, their unique considerations made them impossible to govern. They were granted the Right to Strike—a legal allowance that invited them to attack anyone who offended them. For those with a Hexweaver’s abilities, it was a license to kill.

      As a result, Hexweavers were arrogant, surly, and unconcerned with the lives of people they considered beneath them. Many who lived under the Revealed Dominion regarded Hexweavers as demigods themselves, but Raush had the misfortune of working with them. In his experience, they had no redeeming qualities.

      Lord Whisper—a ridiculous moniker—stalked toward the prow like an angry hunting cat. He was lean and severe, with messy dark hair that was anything but regulation. Commander Vilstead trailed in his wake, his expression full of fanatic appreciation. Vilstead carried a long, wide case and had a satchel strapped over his shoulder. Raush suppressed the urge to grind his teeth—Whisper had the ship’s second acting as his porter.

      “Lord Whisper.” Raush did his best to keep his voice even. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I was deep into my day’s…activities.” Whisper peered around at the storm. “What in the Dark do you want, Lorian?”

      Raush narrowed his eyes at the man’s cavalier usage of his first name. He had it on good authority that Lord Whisper’s daily activities involved a hash pipe and the occasional killing. He entertained a moment’s fantasy of drawing his pistol and splattering Lord Whisper’s head across the deck, stain be damned. At this range, he’d never burn enough Hex to redirect the bullet.

      “We have a problem which requires your special attention.” Raush stepped aside and gestured to the forward lookout scope where Crewman Stanich waited. “There are three gun emplacements I need disabled. It must be done quickly and without alerting the enemy to our presence.”

      Whisper sneered at Crewman Stanich, and the skysailor took an involuntary step backward. The Hexweaver stalked to the telescope and peered through it, waving away Stanich’s muttered advice on where to find his targets. Whisper’s eyes glowed a dull orange, and a faint beam of light emerged from the end of the scope.

      “Yes…yes, I see,” Whisper said. “Is the Magisterium aware that the League has forward bases beyond the Eternity Line?”

      “They suspected.”

      “Six…eleven…fifteen.” Whisper rose from the spyglass, his eyes dimming, and sent it spinning in its stand with an offhand shove. “Fifteen men on those gun crews. I could hit them from here, but they’re too spread out to keep it stealthy. The shots will alert the second position before I’m finished cleansing the first.”

      Raush grimaced.

      “There is a technique I’ve been practicing, though.” Whisper sighed as if it was the greatest interruption to his day. “I can help you.”

      “How?”

      “The Hex batteries powering the artillery.” Whisper mimed a rifle shot. “I could burn the rounds to explode when they hit. Without a charge, the guns are useless. The shots will be visible, but I’ll make them before they counterattack. Then you can carry on with your little…operation, or whatever you call this.”

      Raush nodded—the plan could work. He’d have to fire on the ruins and disable the Rock Jumper before they mounted an escape. After a moment’s consideration, he gave Whisper a nod.

      “That sounds acceptable, Lord Whisper. Can you make the shots from a moving platform?”

      Whisper shrugged, rolling his eyes. “If I can see the targets.”

      “Good. Prepare yourself, then. Vilstead?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Ready the gun crews.” Raush turned to stalk back toward the bridge. “Sound a call to general quarters and spin up two squadrons of Screamers. The moment has come.”

      Vilstead licked his lips, his smile predatory. “With pleasure, sir.”
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      Raush tightened his lifeline, checking the strap linking his harness to the tie-down ring on the floor of the viewing platform. The noise of wind and rain howled inside the bridge—he’d ordered the hatches thrown open to the storm. He felt blind if he couldn’t hear the battle raging around him, taste the air and feel the temperature. The viewing window was six meters wide and taller than Raush, but he needed the details to ground him.

      “All stations ready, Captain!” shouted one of Vilstead’s favorite ensigns. Raush forgot her name amidst the storm of pre-fight adrenaline.

      “Thank you.” Raush kept his tone stable. Vibrant, commanding, but calm—such was best in his experience. “Cannons?”

      “Guns ready, weapons tight, sir.” Vilstead hooked his lifeline to a ring near the starboard edge of the viewing window, manning a signal light. “Two charges loaded.”

      “Lieutenant Kori?”

      “Steady, sir.” Kori’s hands worried at the control levers, her eyes glowing a bright yellow.

      “Run me through the maneuver again, Lieutenant.”

      She took a calming breath. “First, I drop the shields and pop the nose over the ridge so Lord Whisper can make his shots. I slide her into the mountain’s wake, keeping our prow to the temple. Guns on target and destroy the enemy.”

      “Good.” Raush wrapped his hand around his lifeline. “Lower the aft hangar doors after we fire.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Raush took his own tight breath and centered his mind. He’d done everything he could. Now he had to rely on his crew.

      “Sound All Hands Ready!”

      “All Hands Ready!” returned the bridge officers. An ensign threw a switch, and the lights dimmed, letting in the amber haze. A steady tone rang throughout the ship. Raush could sense the crew’s anticipation. His heartbeat thumped in his ears.

      “Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Raush scowled through the window. “Take her into the storm!”

      Avalanche lurched beneath Raush’s feet, pushing upward as Kori pulled on the controls. The Hexshield flickered and disappeared, the energies scattering with iridescent flashes. The spindrives howled, their vibrations tickling the soles of Raush’s boots. Amber light flooded the bridge as the ship’s bow cleared the rocks, and Raush leaned against the angle as the airship went nose-up.

      “Commander, signal the attack!”

      Vilstead shuttered the lantern’s handle, letting out a quick series of flashes. A shot rang out before he was done, and a burning line of orange Hex-light streaked from the deck. Raush gritted his teeth—Whisper hadn’t waited for the call.

      Kori made a growl of effort, and Avalanche climbed higher into the storm. The Lieutenant popped the ship over the rocky slab, and Raush’s view titled to port as she slid Avalanche into position. Her engines roared to life, and the hum of spinning rotors filtered through the hatches.

      Whisper took another Hex-burned shot with his rifle, and there was an answering explosion from a bunker on the mountain. A smile tugged the corners of Raush’s mouth—two guns disabled. Avalanche shuddered as Kori fed more power to the spindrives.

      Raush glanced over his shoulder. “Charge cannons!”

      “Charge cannons!” came the reply.

      Whisper took his third shot, destroying the final artillery emplacement, as Avalanche slowed to a vibrating hover in the center of the wake. Kori’s eyes burned yellow, and the instruments glowed to match her. She had her tongue sandwiched between her teeth, an expression that reminded Raush of his daughter.

      “Target zone established!” she growled. “Opening hangar doors!”

      “Hold the launch until my command!” Raush shoved a knifing hand toward the ruins. “Fire!”

      The engines whined as they spun up to supply energy to Avalanche’s twin Hex cannons. Every spindrive was needed to counteract the force of the shot, else the recoil would tear the frame apart. As a result, her firing routine took a precious second of preparation.

      The guns roared with a titanic explosion, and the entire ship recoiled from the blast. The engines screamed, and the instruments dimmed. Through the window, the little temple became a cloud of fire and dust. Flashes of blue and orange lighting flickered through the haze, and Raush grinned.

      “Those are Hex charges exploding! We hit the base! Deploy the squadron!”

      “Deploy the squadron!”

      Another chirping tone sounded through the ship, and Kori held her steady while the Screamers launched through the doors in the stern. Raush counted the moments with impatient taps on his thigh. Two seconds for every craft deployed. How many seconds was that? Had he lost count?

      Kori gasped. “Captain!”

      A sudden boom shook the entire Cruiser. The floor shuddered under Raush’s feet, and he clutched his lifeline by instinct. Everything was chaos—ringing bells, alarmed shouting, flashing Hex-light. The ship’s engines howled, the deck tilted, and Kori gave an angry yell as she fought the controls. The view through the window lurched.

      “Status!” he roared into the chaos.

      “Another ship, sir!” Kori yelled back. “They took our number three rotor!”

      “Where?” Raush struggled to a standing position.

      “Nightward!” shouted Kori. “Somewhere beneath us!”

      “No thrust from number three, Captain!” Lorriston glanced up from his instruments. “We can compensate, but we’ll be slow as pig shit!”

      “Get those damned cannons reloaded!” Raush screamed at a terrified ensign. “I want them hot the second we sight targets!”

      “Ah—that is—yes, sir!” The ensign dove for the intercom and fumbled the handset, but he managed to rattle off a stream of orders.

      “Lieutenant Kori?”

      “A moment, sir!” she hissed through bared teeth. “Just…there!”

      The view through the window swung, wheeling nightward until another craft appeared. It was a tiny thing, barely more than a Rock Jumper with an anti-airship cannon. It rolled into a turn, pointing the oversized gun right at the bridge.

      “Damn it!” Kori jerked on the controls, and everyone yelped as Avalanche slid to port. The ship shuddered, her engines whining like needy children. The muzzle flashed from the little vessel, and the answering vibration in Avalanche’s hull announced a near miss.

      “Get those fucking guns in working order!” Raush barked over his shoulder. “We can’t keep hovering nose-low! Her frame won’t hold the weight!”

      “Target…acquired!” Kori growled.

      The ensign looked up from his station. “Cannon rea—”

      “Fire, damn you!” Raush shouted, eyes locked to the enemy ship. “Fire!”

      The spindrives hummed, Avalanche shook, and the guns gave their massive reports. A cloud of smoke was all that remained of the little vessel. The Hex rounds blew the entire craft to pieces, leaving nothing but debris tumbling into the storm.

      Cheers rose from the bridge as Avalanche returned to a natural attitude. Raush let his stomach unclench and rested his backside against the handrail. Kori whooped once the strain on the ship abated and shared a fierce smile with Raush. She was a damned good pilot, and for once, her confidence shown through.

      “Stunning work, everyone.” Raush smiled. “Let’s finish what we came to do.”
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      The League outpost burned under the harsh winds of the storm. Raush stood at the prow once again, gazing at the carnage. A Screamer zipped by, emitting its telltale howl, and unloaded with a machine gun. Little pops of dust raked over the base, and the Screamer disappeared beneath Avalanche’s hull.

      “Nothing to do now but clear out the vermin,” Commander Vilstead said. “Thanks to you, Captain. And you, of course, Lord Whisper.”

      Whisper made a noncommittal gesture. He sat with his legs hanging over the side of the ship, hugging the railing with his shoulder. The man openly smoked a hash pipe while crewman Stanich packed his massive rifle into its case.

      “Lieutenant Kori deserves recognition as well.” Raush turned and offered the young officer a quick nod. “That was amazing work back there, Lieutenant. You’re an exceptional pilot. I’ll be recommending you for merits upon our return.”

      Kori’s face reddened, and a smile stretched her lips. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Yes, yes, this was all good fun.” Whisper leaned over the rail to spit before climbing to his feet. “I’m so happy to do the Prime’s work. I’ve just got one criticism, Lorian, and you can put this in your report.”

      Raush grimaced. “And what’s that, Lord Whisper?”

      Whisper gave him a tight, toothy smile. He picked up his rifle case, shooting Crewman Stanich a murderous glare. He cast around like a wolf seeking a wounded deer, and his eyes alighted on Commander Vilstead. Grinning, Whisper stepped between Raush and his Executive Officer.

      “Write this down, would you?” Whisper touched Vilstead’s shoulder as if brushing rain from his coat. “Remember something for the future—I’m not your fucking dog to be summoned.”

      Whisper gave Commander Vilstead a lazy shove, just enough to cause offense. But the man’s eyes burned with orange light as he pushed, and Vilstead yelped. He tumbled backward, smashed through the railing with a wet crunch, and flew into the storm. His terrified screams echoed until he was out of sight.

      “Do remember that next time you need something.” Whisper spat on the deck, turned on his heel, and stalked away.

      Raush scowled at the spot where Commander Vilstead went over the side. He touched his pistol again—he could kill Whisper with his sidearm and escape punishment. After a moment’s consideration, though, he took a calming breath and lowered his hand.

      “Damned Hexweavers.” Raush crossed his arms, shaking his head at the departing Burner. “I’m reminded of something my grandmother used to say.”

      Kori’s eyes were wide, her voice quavering. “What’s that, sir?”

      “Ugly horses still pull a plow.” Raush sighed. “Vilstead was a fool—we both know it, Lieutenant, don’t look so scandalized. But now I’ve got to interview candidates for a new second, and that means reviewing paperwork. Come, Lieutenant—let’s return to the bridge.”

      Raush grimaced at the section of broken railing. His skysailors would have to repair that eyesore, and it would be a hazard until Lorriston had it fixed. Even worse, Whisper had spat upon the ship. Raush could think of nothing more profane. He’d have to make sure the entire section was scrubbed clean.

      After all, he enjoyed a polished deck.
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      The blond would die tonight.

      She weaved through the market stalls, smiling as she stared at the jewels glittering in the evening light, a bolt of cloth tucked under her arm. Her blond hair hung to her shoulders, and her white dress clung to her swaying hips … just as Vanessa’s had.

      Violet’s hand brushed against Luthen’s as they watched the blond woman from behind the corner of a rug merchant's stall. Her cold, dead skin sent a shiver slithering down his back. Her torn and faded cowl hid her pale features and her milky white eyes. “Pick another,” she hissed.

      Luthen growled and jerked his head toward her. “You don’t tell me who I choose.”

      “Stop picking ones that look like her, like me.”

      “She’s the one.”

      “Then she is the last. We’ve been in this village too long.”

      Luthen stared at the blond woman, his chest tightening at her smile. Would she smile like that at him? He wet his lips, barely able to wait for his hands to clasp around her neck. To feel the warmth of her flesh, the energy of her touch, her warm blood on his hands, to watch the life drain from her eyes.

      Merchants called out their wares to the straggling villagers. Soon, they would begin packing up their stalls, counting their wins and losses. Luthen waited patiently, watching her, waiting for her to stray from the herd. Violet stood behind him silently.

      The villagers started to clear out until only a few remained. The blond chatted another moment with the jewelry merchant as he packed his trinkets into wooden boxes. Then she walked off toward the main road. He wondered if she lived close by, if he would need to grab her at the first alley corner, the first empty street.

      Luthen led Violet down the dimly lit street, their footsteps silent across the cracked cobblestones. They kept to the shadows of the tightly crammed together ramshackle storefronts, ignoring the odd vagrants huddled in the doorways, on the stoops.

      He followed the woman to a side street. His chest swelled with excitement as he stared at her back, her swaying hips. Another girl. Another experiment. He could almost taste the blood on her lips, feel her struggling beneath him.

      The dead woman, Violet, walked beside him, a dagger clasped in her pale hand. She had been a handful, left him with a few scars before he had taken her down. His magic bound her to him, but hints of her inner fire remained. Still, she knew her place. She was only there to ensure everything went as planned. He would be the one to give chase, to feel the adrenaline as he grabbed his victim, to see the fear in her eyes.

      He’d been watching the blond woman for days, learning her habits, and biding his time.

      She walked briskly, the bolt of cloth tucked tightly under her arm. She glanced over her shoulder, but Luthen kept a safe distance. With Violet at his side, he would look less threatening … as long as the blond didn’t see the dead woman’s eyes.

      “Miss?”

      The woman turned and looked at him, her eyes searching him, blinking nervously.

      He chuckled under his breath, keeping a respectful distance. “I’m sorry, miss. I don’t mean to frighten you, but my wife and I are a bit lost, I’m afraid. We must have taken a wrong turn. We're looking to get some grub, and we’ve been wandering the streets for over an hour.”

      She glanced at Violet and her expression softened. “These streets have a lot of twists and turns if you don’t know where you’re going.” She smiled and pointed to a side street up ahead on the left. “My friend owns a tavern just down the road. She makes the best venison stew you’ll ever taste.”

      “Oh, that sounds delightful. It’s been a long time since I had a good venison stew.” He took a few steps forward. “Thank you for your kindness.”

      She nodded and turned.

      “Oh, and miss?”

      She turned, backed under an awning. He couldn’t see her eyes in the shadow, but he could almost smell the intoxicating scent of her fear.  He fingered the dagger in his sleeve. “One more thing. Do they carve it up fresh or is it salted and preserved?” He grinned.

      Her smile faded and she glanced up and down the street.

      He flicked the dagger from his sleeve and lunged at her. She screamed and dropped her bolt of cloth. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked. She screamed again, and he pulled her toward his chest, clamped a hand over her mouth, and breathed in the scent of her soft blond hair—apples and spice. He moaned as excitement ran through him.

      The woman twisted and grunted and flailed at him. This was the part he loved. The chase, the fight, and knowing he had her right where he wanted. She screamed into his hand, then bit down on his palm.

      “Bitch!” Luthen hissed and pressed the dagger to her throat. He caught Violet’s milky eyes staring at him. She stood with her curved dagger at her side, waiting to jump in as soon as he gave the signal. But this bitch was his.

      Luthen lowered the dagger to the woman’s chest, trapping her arm beneath his. He clamped his other hand around her throat, relishing the gasps, the bobbing of her Adam's apple beneath his palm. He pressed himself against her, holding her firm. She tried to scream, but he pressed harder. She gasped for air, clawing at the hand around her throat. He loved when they squirmed, as if they thought they could get away, escape what he had planned for them. She choked and gagged, kicked and bucked. He stumbled back a step, surprised by her strength, then swept his leg under hers and pulled her in close. “You’re mine.”

      “Let … me … go!” she tried to scream, but she didn't have enough breath.

      Luthen pressed harder, feeling her swallow beneath his clutching grip. He pulled her in, pressed his cheek against hers, and again breathed in the glorious scent of her hair—of Vanessa's hair. He bit down playfully on her ear.

      A pale fist flashed before him as Violet punched the woman in the head.

      Luthen jerked his head back, and the woman sagged in his arms. Then he stumbled forward, readjusting to the weight of the girl. He turned to Violet. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “You were going to kill her,” Violet snarled.

      “I was enjoying the moment.”

      “Well, your moment was taking too long. You’re going to kill her before we’re ready.”

      Luthen snarled at his dead slave. “How many times do I have to tell you not to touch their fucking face?”

      “You almost lost her.”

      “I had it under control.”

      Violet snorted. “Let’s get out of here. Someone is bound to have heard her screaming.”

      The streets had cleared of villagers. Only the rats scurried about. Luthen carried the woman to the wagon parked several streets down under the shadow of an old oak tree. The old wood creaked as he carefully laid the woman down on a battered rug. Her eyes were closed, her white cotton dress pulled up, exposing her thigh. Luthen dragged his finger down her collarbone and the curve of her breast. He moaned softly, then withdrew, knowing what he would do if he let himself.

      Soon, very soon, he would raise her.

      Luthen removed the vial of quipid from his pocket. It would put her to sleep for a few hours. He popped off the cork. He pulled the woman’s lower lip down and dripped the liquid into her mouth, massaged her cheeks and neck to force it down her throat.

      Violet untied the old gray mare from the tree and led them through the blackened alleys, staying clear of any establishments still open at this late hour as they rode out of the village.

      They climbed the hill to the derelict farmhouse, simple and unassuming and somewhat rundown barn-red monstrosity, he had taken over from an elderly couple.

      He followed Violet and her torch into the house and down the creaky wooden steps, carrying the woman over his shoulder.

      “I’ll be out here if you need me,” Violet said with a little more bitterness than usual. It must have pained her to be banned from the ritual, but after she’d carved lines across a woman’s face and chest several weeks ago, permanently scarring a new slave, he refused to let her stand guard. He could handle his subjects fighting back. He didn’t need her meddling.

      Luthen clutched the woman to his chest, not glancing back as Violet shut the door behind him a little too loudly. This was his moment. All the failed experiments had led to this final preparation ritual.

      He carried the woman to the long, rectangular workbench in the middle of the room. He’d set out a hair brush, a curved dagger, and his potions on a small side table beside the workbench in preparation for the woman’s capture.

      Adrenaline surged in him as he felt the warmth of her body next to his. The quipid would keep her down for about three hours. This would be the final ritual, the final preparation before he went after Vanessa. It had to work. He didn’t know what he’d do if the woman arose an empty shell. He’d almost had it right with Violet. But it wasn’t perfect. She wasn’t perfect.

      Large rings, each tied with a length of rope, had been set in the four corners of the bloodstained workbench.  He secured her arms and legs, then smoothed out the wrinkles in her dress.

      He stared down at her and licked his lips. She was as beautiful as she was as when he’d first seen her in the market. She looked like a younger version of Vanessa, from the days when they’d been happy at the cottage in Gallos. Not the cold bitch she became in the years before she left him.

      His heart clenched at the memory. This woman would never leave him. He took the brush from the side table and ran it through her hair, fanned it around her head. So beautiful, even with her eyes closed. He wished he could keep her like this forever, cement her beauty in time. Flawless. Perfect. Just like Vanessa had been when they’d danced at her sister’s wedding. It seemed so long ago.

      “She’ll never love you,” a voice in his head said. “As soon as the quipid wears off, she’ll run and scream and call you a monster.” The damned voice never left him, always there, always nagging him. He wished he could shut the bastard up.

      “She won’t,” Luthen whispered.

      “All the others did.”

      “She’s different. I will make her love me.” Luthen stared down at the woman’s full lips, wondering what they tasted like. Maraschino cherries, he thought. No. Strawberry ice cream.

      The woman’s eyes fluttered open. There was a moment of hesitation. She seemed to be trying to figure out what was happening, where she was. They always did that first. But then she saw him and her eyes widened in fear. She jerked her arms and legs, snapping the ropes taught, and screamed.

      “I’m not a monster!” He slapped her across the face.

      She ceased her struggling and lay trembling on the bench, tears running down her temples. “What do you want from me?” she whimpered.

      Luthen pressed his finger to his lips. “Shhhh. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “But you just—”

      “You made me do that!” He lowered his voice and ran his hand down her cheek. “You have nothing to fear from me. I’m only trying to protect you.”

      He grabbed the curved dagger from the wooden table. “Soon, we will be together.”

      She stared at him with wide, terrified eyes and shrieked in terror.

      “No!” He slapped her again. “Stop. Don’t look at me like that!”

      Her cheek was bright red, but the bitch screamed again. He didn’t want to bruise her or make any lasting marks on her face. “Shut up! Shut up!”

      But she didn’t. She pulled, yanked, and twisted at the ropes, pounded her fists against the bench. “Help me! Somebody help me!”

      Luthen clenched his teeth. Pain flared in his chest as he stared down at her. His breath was hollow in his ears, and his hands trembled violently at his sides. The woman screamed just as Vanessa had the night she ran away from him. The edges of his vision blurred as the memories flashed before him. He pressed a finger to his temple. He didn’t want to remember!

      He clutched the dagger’s hilt and looked at the woman thrashing on the bench.

      “End it!” the voice in his head screamed.

      Luthen stared down at her, his breathing ragged, his hands shaking. “Shut up!” he screamed, as much as to the voice in his head as to her. “I’m not letting you go!” But she kept throwing her body around as if she might break her wrists or ankles to free herself.

      He slashed her throat. Her eyes went wide. Blood squirted and bubbled as she sputtered and gasped, her body jerked. He stood over her, breathing heavily, warm blood dripping down his face, his hands, and down the curve of his blade. As he watched her squirm and blubber, the tension in his arms began to unravel.

      He wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand and growled. “No one escapes me.”

      He could have killed her when she was still unconscious and maybe he should have, but he'd still had hope. That thin shred of hope that was always there, nagging at him, insisting this one would be different.

      Above the metallic scent of blood, he could still smell the apples and spice of her hair.

      Blood ran down her neck, staining her white cotton dress. The gaping wound across her neck was split wide, the cut uneven. Too messy. His hands had shaken. He had cut her too fast, but she’d given him no choice. Next time, he’d have to do it cleaner, slower. He wanted his wife to be perfect. To look as she was. A scar like this wouldn’t do. And his magic could only fix it so much.

      “What happened?” Violet asked from the doorway.

      He tried to relax his breathing. He hadn’t heard her enter.

      She scoffed. He didn’t have to turn around to see the sneer on her face. “You did it again, didn’t you?”

      “Fetch me a basin. I need to clean her up,” he said without looking over his shoulder at her. He hoped she wouldn’t notice the quaver in his voice.

      Violet muttered something as she ambled off to carry out his instructions.

      Luthen stared down at the woman he was about to revive. He had her now, and she would be his to do as he pleased. The thought calmed him, and he ran his hands through her sticky, bloody hair. “I think I will call you Valerie.” He twirled her hair around his finger, watching the blood run down his hand. Then he sucked the blood from his finger, savoring the iron taste. “Do you like that name?” He grinned. “You will.”
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      “What do you mean we’re out of beezeffeff?” Luthen turned from the bottles and herb bundles on the shelves, the near empty jar clutched in his hand.

      Violet stood behind him, a basin of blood-soaked cloths in her arms. “We’re not out.”

      Luthen threw the jar at her head. She ducked and the jar shattered on the corner of the workbench where Valerie lay motionless. “It’s not enough!” He shook his head. “You useless bitch. How am I going to complete the ritual now? You know adding beezeffeff root to the tonic is the key!” Spittle flew from his mouth. “You’re trying to sabotage me!”

      Violet remained silent.

      “I asked you to do one little thing—make sure we're fully stocked!—and you couldn’t do it.” He jabbed a finger at the bloody corpse on the workbench. “You wasted this one!”

      “It’s not wasted,” she said quietly. “I’ll go to the market and get it.”

      He snarled. “Useless fucking undead. We still have to wait until morning until the market opens. By then it could be too late.” He balled his hands into fists. “If I lose this one or she rises as a mindless husk, you’re the one that’s going to pay for it.”

      Luthen couldn’t sleep that night. He went down to his sanctum several times to check on Valerie. He had removed the ropes from her wrists and ankles and positioned her arms by her sides. Rigor mortis had set in, her skin had paled, and her legs had begun to mottle.

      Her skin was like ice, and he was half-tempted to raise her with the potions he had on hand. It’ll work. It has to work.

      “And if it doesn’t?” the voice asked.

      Luthen pounded his fist on the table. “Then, I’ll get another!”

      “You’ll never perfect it. Vanessa will always be out of reach.”

      “You lie!” He pressed his fists to his temples. “You don’t know anything! Get out of my head.”

      “You can’t escape what you are.”

      Luthen swore he heard the voice snicker. He threw down his arms, seething like an enraged bull. “It was you! You drove Vanessa away!” He picked up the curved dagger from the table, its blade wiped clean of blood, and hurled it across the room.

      His vision blurred. The laughter in his mind grew louder.

      “Get out of my head!” He couldn’t let it win. Couldn’t let it drive away another. There had to be a way of silencing the voice inside his head. He stumbled to the shelves on the far wall and rummaged through the colored bottles.

      One of these must be able to kill that damned voice.

      His hands trembled as he sorted through the various vials of potions and poisons, reading label after label. Tears blurred his vision, and his rage and desperation turned to despair. What could he possibly take that would silence the voice?

      He leaned against the shelf. Bottles clinked, and a few fell crashing to the floor. He cursed and dropped his head in his hands. Will I never escape the monster?

      Yet, oddly enough, a silence had fallen upon him. In his anger, he hadn’t realized the voice had stopped. The damned thing probably knew he was going to kill it.

      He shook his head of the thought. His lack of sleep and his frustration about Violet’s blunder had made him paranoid. He glanced toward Valerie, her motionless corpse lying so peacefully, awaiting his magic.

      One thing at a time.

      He strode toward the wooden bench and climbed up beside her. He laid his head on his outstretched arm, watching her breathless lips. He had washed the blood away hours ago and changed her into a floral dress.

      She looks just like her.

      He sighed and ran his fingers through her hair, caressed her pale skin, and trailed soft kisses down her neck. For hours, he lay next to her, content to just watch her and think of what she could become, of what he could make her into. She looked like Vanessa more than any of the others had. He draped his arm around her, kissed her one last time, and then drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning, the clouds were dark and dampness hung in the air. Violet remained silent and wouldn't meet his gaze. She climbed into the driver’s seat of the wagon and said nothing when he climbed into the back without a word. She had found him curled up with Valerie early that morning. She hadn’t spoken of it, but he could see the hurt in her eyes.

      He didn’t care. He had walked past her without a word, and she had followed as he knew she would. She steered the wagon toward the market, lowering her head like a wounded dog. Still, Luthen said nothing. He didn’t want to even acknowledge she was there. She didn’t deserve it. He was so angry with her, he couldn't bear the sight of her face. After they reached the village and parked the wagon, he walked ahead of her, taking long strides that forced her to hurry to keep pace.

      He weaved through the crowds of villagers moving through the market square, half-hoping he’d lose her, even for a few minutes. He planned to punish her in many vile ways when they returned to the farmhouse. He had to teach the slave her place. The mistakes had to stop. The thought of what he would do to her was almost enough to excite him—

      But then he saw Vanessa and his world stopped.

      At first, he thought he was mistaken. It must be another lovely blond in a floral dress, but there was no mistaking her walk, her smile…

      He wondered what she was doing here. The last he’d seen her was in Walden, a four days ride from here.

      She stood at an apothecary stall, seemed to be bartering over the prices of different potions. The vendor looked frustrated and desperate, waving his hands around and rolling his eyes. She didn't smile after she won the argument. She was never one to gloat. She was smart enough to know when someone was trying to cheat her and always landed herself a good deal. That was one of the things he loved about her.

      She picked up a small purple bottle and fingered some other colored bottles, turning them to view the labels.

      Luthen’s stomach felt hollow as he watched her. She had some experience with low level magic, love potions, and other silliness. But he never knew her to buy her own potions.

      She grabbed another bottle and looked up at the greasy-haired vendor and began haggling over the price.

      She was as beautiful and feisty as ever.

      A primal urge rose up in him and a low, animalistic growl escaped his lips. That long, luxurious hair … he yearned to touch it, to pull it, to drag her to the bedroom by it and devour her body and soul, make her love him again.

      He wanted her, had to have her. It could not have been merely chance that she was at the market in Mallis. Fate had driven her here.

      It’s time. The feeling was so strong, he could think of nothing else. He had not perfected his tonic, but he couldn’t wait. This was a sign. He’d spent what felt like a lifetime waiting, and now the gods had brought them back together. He’d gone through many versions of her, trying to replace her, even for a moment, but they were not her. They could never be her.

      He wanted to feel his hands around her, see the fear in her eyes, the warmth of her blood on his hands. Hear that last gasp before he remade her into the wife she should have been. The wife she was years ago when everything was perfect.

      He couldn’t afford to fail. Not with her. This was his one chance. If she came back as a monster or a listless shell…

      No. He wouldn’t let that happen. She would be his.

      Violet leaned over his shoulder. “You’re not ready.”

      Luthen shivered at her voice and cursed her for startling him. He hadn’t noticed she’d caught up to him.

      “You’ll just mangle her, kill her. Stick with your plan.”

      He balled his hands into fists. “This is my plan.”

      “Not yet.”

      A rain droplet dripped down the tip of Luthen’s nose. Thunder rumbled in the distance. He looked up and saw that the clouds had grown darker. The rain fell gently at first, then faster. Many of the villagers had abandoned the market, were ducking under awnings or slipping into shops.

      Luthen stared at Vanessa, watched her weave through the stalls. Now was his chance.

      Violet gently grabbed his wrist. He growled at her touch, but held back, staring at the retreating figure of his lost love. At times, he hated Violet. She had Vanessa’s fire and was more vocal than any of his other slaves had been. After his success with her, he’d killed the others. She helped him move forward with his plans, was at his side whenever he called and often when he didn’t want her to be.

      “This might be our only chance.” If Vanessa was here in Mallis, she might not be here long.

      Violet frowned, then nodded.

      He shuddered with nervous energy. “Keep an eye on her.” He pulled his cowl down over his face and purchased the beezeffeff root before the vendor slipped away. It was outrageously priced. The vendor couldn’t even hold back his self-satisfied grin, but Luthen didn’t want to draw attention to himself or risk losing Vanessa.
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      Vanessa walked briskly down the street, glass bottles clinking in the satchel at her hip. Her hair hung in heavy strands, her floral dress clinging to her curvy figure. The rain had started to slow, but the clouds remained dark, promising another downpour. Vanessa should have known better than to be out here. Several women had disappeared from these streets lately.

      Luthen grinned. Apparently, word had not traveled back to Walden. By the gods, she was so beautiful. He couldn’t have chosen a better moment. The rain had driven away most of the foot traffic. He pulled Violet into a shadowy alcove. Vanessa looked around. She seemed wary, expecting trouble. As she should be.

      But she passed him without notice.

      They’d known she would come this way. It was the only way back to the inns. She was a few feet away. He was about to step out of the shadows, but Violet’s hand brushed his. His anger flared and he nearly struck her. He was tired of her meddling.

      He heard footsteps on the cobblestones. A tall man in black leather armor appeared in the square.

      The man silently approached Vanessa from behind and touched her shoulder. She jumped and turned, clamping her hand over her mouth.

      Luthen ground his teeth. He wanted to step in and protect her.

      “Have you seen him?” the man asked, his voice low.

      Vanessa shook her head.

      “He’s here.” The man glanced down the dark street. “We’ll find him.”

      Vanessa nodded, keeping her head low. The man retreated, leaving her standing alone in the street. He melded with the shadows. Even knowing he was there, Luthen had a hard time pinpointing his dark silhouette.

      “We’ll find him.” The man’s voice played over and over in Luthen’s mind. A fucking mage hunter. He had to be. It was the only thing that made sense.

      Luthen growled.

      Violet tugged his arm. “We need to go.”

      He shrugged her off and stared at the retreating figure of his ex-wife. Even with the mage hunters on his trail, he couldn’t bring himself to turn away. “No, I’ve waited too long. We need to do this now.”

      “We need to leave,” Violet said.

      “Not without her.”

      “They’re after you. It’s only a matter of time before they find you.”

      “I'm not leaving! They’ll be after her to once they realize what she is. I have to protect her.”

      “This is wrong. Everything about this wrong. You’ve already stolen too many women from these streets.”

      Luthen rolled his eyes. He’d killed them all. They were close, so very close, but brutal reminders he hadn’t perfected the ritual. At this point, he couldn’t accept anything less than perfection.

      “Are you listening to me?” Violet asked. “Someone will come looking for her, especially if she’s spoken with them. We must continue your research somewhere else.”

      “But I’ll lose her.” His voice cracked. “I’ve worked too hard to find her. I’ve been too long without her. I need her.”

      Violet grabbed his wrist and jerked him backward. “The mage hunters will find you,” she hissed. “Does that mean nothing to you?”

      “They won’t.”

      “Don’t be stupid. She’s spoken to them. She knows you better than anyone else. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “I can’t leave without her.”

      “You must.”

      He jerked his hand away. “I can’t!”

      “Am I not enough to replace her, to make you forget about her?” Violet had the audacity to push her lower lip into a pout.

      How stupid the undead were. They would never understand the emotions of the living, the needs that they could not fulfill.

      “You’ll never be her.”

      She turned left into an alley up ahead, and Luthen ran down the alley immediately to his left. When he reached the next street, he turned right and cut her off at the corner of the alley she'd taken. “You look beautiful this morning.”

      Vanessa whipped around, her eyes wide. Recognition flashed on her face, and she glared at him. “Get away from me, Luthen.” She looked around, obviously hoping her friend would emerge from the shadows to save her, but no one came.

      We are alone. And you are mine. He hid his smile. He was so close now.

      Luthen stepped toward her. There was no escaping. All of his preparation had led to this moment.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You and I are not together. We’ve been through this. Just leave me alone.”

      “She doesn’t want you,” the voice in his head whispered.

      Tears welled in Luthen’s eyes, and a stabbing pain blossomed in his chest. The rejection was as painful now as it was then. He tried to suck in a breath. She didn’t know what she was talking about, what she was missing. He couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. “We made a vow,” he said, his voice trembling with rage. “Nothing, not even death can break that.”

      Vanessa took a step back. “Luthen, you’re scaring me. Please, just leave me alone. I-It’s over.”

      He lunged and grabbed her by the neck. “No! I’ll tell you when it’s over!”
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      He should have killed her, spilled her blood on the cobbles and drank it up. He had practiced so long, had envisioned her death and the moment he would raise her. Only then would she would look into his eyes like she had so many years ago. He had never stopped loving her, couldn’t stop loving her. He had tried. Oh, how he’d tried. He couldn’t get her out of his head. No matter what he did, the bitch was always there.

      And now he had her. He’d given Vanessa triple the regular quipid dose to keep her down long enough to raise Valerie. As much as he longed to raise Vanessa right there and then, he had one last ritual to perform.

      He’d left Vanessa tied in an upstairs bedroom to await his return.

      Luthen stared down at Valerie, nervous energy tightening his chest. She sat up on the wooden bench, her eyes milky white. The blue floral dress hung from her luscious curves. Luthen stared at her, gauging her reaction to her revivification.

      She stared blankly into his eyes.

      “Come, my pet.”

      Valerie swung her legs over the bench and reached for him, her skin pale yet still so beautiful. He longed to be close to her, to feel her touch, and taste the lips of the woman he’d created. This time it would be right. He stepped forward between her legs. She gently caressed the side of his cheek. Her hand wasn’t quite warm, nor was it ice cold. He closed his eyes, relishing in the touch. She looked so much like her.

      He wrapped his hands around Valerie’s waist, pulled her toward him. She didn’t resist. Instead, she slipped her hand behind his neck and leaned closer.

      He was inches from her lips when she dug her nails into the back of his neck and pulled him forward. That fire! He brushed his lips against hers and she bit down. Blood filled his mouth and he tried to pull away, but she was stronger than he’d expected. She glared at him, baring her bloody teeth.

      “You crazy bitch!” He shoved her chest and she fell back on the bench. “Do you know how much time and effort I have put in to have you?” Luthen took a step back and spat blood onto the floor.

      Valerie jumped down from the bench and lunged at him, but he caught her in his arms. She gnashed her teeth and raked her fingernails down his arms, trying to break free. Adrenaline rushed through him. He reveled in the fight. He elbowed her in the face, and she staggered back a step.

      She stared at him with colorless eyes, hungry, a lioness ready to pounce, and leapt forward.

      Panting, he grabbed a fistful of her hair and threw her on her back. Sweat trickled down his face as he dropped to his knees and mounted her, pinning her arms above her head. “I haven’t had this much fun since Vanessa left me.”

      She hissed, struggled beneath him.

      He’d pinned Vanessa down just like this, though she had screamed and spit at him.

      The thought made him hard. He pressed himself against her. He would take what was rightfully his and enjoy every second of it.

      But as he looked into Valerie’s white eyes, he realized she wasn’t Vanessa.

      He needed Vanessa, the real Vanessa. Now. He couldn’t wait. If this was what Vanessa would return as, he’d enjoy every moment of it.

      He was ready … even if the ritual wasn’t.

      Valerie struggled beneath him. He’d waited this long for Vanessa. What was another ten minutes? “Violet! Help me tie this one down! She needs to be tamed before we bring Vanessa down here.”
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      Vanessa lay unconscious on the wooden workbench, her wrists and ankles tied to the rings, a crust of quipid on her lower lip. He stared at her and caressed her cheek. After all this time, he finally had her. He gently trailed the tip of his dagger along her collarbone and down her breast to her nipple. The mere sensation sent gave him shivers, made him stiffen. It would be so easy to kill her now. To complete the ritual he had spent the last few years preparing for.

      One clean slice.

      He hovered over her, the dagger trembling in his hand. Chains jangled from the corner where Valerie hissed and wrenched on her restraints. Luthen ignored the undead slave. She was nothing now that he had Vanessa.

      “Kill her!” the voice screamed in his head. “Make her yours!”

      Yet, he couldn’t move.

      “But I love her.”

      “She doesn’t love you. She’ll never love you after what you’ve done. This is the only way.”

      As much as he hated the voice’s incessant nattering, Luthen knew the words were true. He had done this so many times before, and yet his hand was shaking as badly as it had with the first woman he had killed. She’d looked so much like Vanessa he’d lost control with her. He’d stabbed her in the face, the chest, and the legs, stabbed her so many times she’d stopped bleeding before he was finished. He’d buried the mutilated carcass in the woods. It was too mutilated to be of use. He’d had to get another.

      Luthen stared down at his ex-wife, still in disbelief that she was here, tied to the bench. But the only way to make it permanent was to kill her.

      Still, he couldn’t.

      “You’re a coward!” the voice hissed.

      Luthen growled and whipped the dagger at the wall. Steel clanged and the blade bounced back across the floor.

      “Why can’t you do it? She’s right there. What are you waiting for?”

      “She’s still my wife.”

      “She is nothing.”

      “She is everything!”

      “Then kill her. Make her yours.”

      Luthen circled around the workbench and snatched the dagger from the floor. He didn’t understand why he couldn't kill her. And he didn’t have much time. If he was going to do it, he had to do it now, before she woke up. Before she looked at him again with those judging eyes. He couldn’t bear it.

      He noticed Violet standing in the doorway watching him.

      “What are you doing here?” he shouted. “Get out! Let me do this my way!”

      She whirled and slammed the door behind her.

      He turned back to Vanessa. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” he whispered. A tear streaked down his cheek. “We had something special, but you tossed me out like a drunken beggar. I never thought you could do such a thing. We were meant to be together, forever. I will make you see, make you understand.” He kissed her lips and stared at her face, so soft, so unassuming. He pressed his dagger to her throat. “Even if this is the only way.”

      Vanessa opened her eyes. She screamed and knocked the dagger from his hand.

      Luthen stumbled back. The quipid shouldn’t have worn off yet. He’d given her enough to knock her out for the night.

      Fires sparked around her wrists, and tiny flames trailed along the ropes.

      “No!” he screamed.

      She burned through the restraints and jumped off of the bench. “Luthen!”

      He stood frozen, in shock. She shouldn’t have been able to break free. All the others had slept for hours and had been sluggish and groggy after waking up from the quipid. Her magic, he realized. She must have protected herself against it.

      The door banged against the wall behind him, and Violet barged into the room. “Dammit, what happened? Why is she awake?”

      But he couldn’t speak. He could only look into the fiery eyes of his wife. The hatred and fear in them tore him to pieces. He could change that, could change her back like she was.

      Violet strode toward him. “Don’t just stand there! Kill her!”

      “I … I can’t.”

      “Then I will!” She grabbed the dagger from him.

      Vanessa flicked her wrists and small fires hovered over her palms. “Don’t take another step.” Something flickered in her eyes as she looked at Violet, whether it was confusion or fear of seeing a reflection of herself, Luthen wasn’t sure.

      “Don’t touch her!” he shouted when Violet approached her. “I have to be the one to do it.”

      “But you’ll—”

      He punched Violet in the temple. She hissed and slammed the hilt of the dagger into his hand. He screamed at her again. “Get out of here! You’re making things worse.”

      Luthen turned to Vanessa. The flames hovering above her palms seemed to be dwindling. She would never use her magic against another person. For the most part, she had kept her magic hidden. But he was backing her against the wall.

      She had escaped him before. He wouldn't let her do it again. “I’m sorry, Vanessa, but it has to be this way.”

      Tears streamed down her face, and the fires in her hands died out completely. “Luthen, please. Can we talk this out?”

      “You loved me.”

      “B-but look what you’ve become, what the dark magic has done to you.” Her glassy eyes darted around the room, but there was no escape. “What do you want?”

      He sneered. “You and only you. I’m going to do what no one else has done or even dreamed of before. You don’t understand, and you never will … until I turn you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’ll never turn me. I see what you’re doing. I know about the missing girls.” She glanced toward the chained undead woman in the corner, and her expression hardened. “The mage hunters will find you. If I can follow your trail, so can they.”

      “She lies,” the voice in his head hissed. “Kill her now.”

      “But she did find me,” he muttered under his breath. “How did she find me?”

      “She’s getting into your head. Don’t let her poison your thoughts.”

      The pressure was too much. Luthen's legs suddenly felt heavy. He felt tired.

      He looked up at Vanessa. She had pressed herself to the wall, eyes darting at the door behind him. So beautiful, but she was like a caged beast. She had turned the other mages on him, had twisted all he had done to make him look like a monster. For that, she could never be forgiven.

      “It’s over, Luthen,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “You have to let me go.”

      A crash sounded behind him, somewhere to his right.

      Fear tightened his chest. He looked at her, frantic, panicked.

      The bitch had the audacity to smile. “I told you.”

      She had led him into a trap! He had to kill her, now. There was no other way.

      He heard shouting through the walls.

      Violet burst through the door and slammed it behind her. She glared at Vanessa, then at Luthen. “What the fuck are you waiting for?” She strode across the sanctum and grabbed his arm. “They’ve found us. We have to go.”

      “I can’t! Not when I’m this close!” He glanced at Vanessa, frantic. He couldn’t lose her!

      “We don’t have a choice! Let’s go!” She dug her nails into his wrist.

      Someone pounded on the door.

      “I’m in here!” Vanessa screamed.

      Luthen lunged at her. She punched him twice in the ribs before he was able to grab her wrist and yank it behind her. He pressed his dagger to her neck. “Shut your fucking mouth.”

      Two men in leather armor entered the room, a bald mage hunter with a sword and a spiky-haired hunter pointing a large crossbow at Luthen.

      The bald hunter stepped forward, his sword raised. Black tattoos trailed up from the collar of his leather armor to the bottom of his ear. Instinctively, Luthen knew this was the same man who had spoken to Vanessa earlier. Perhaps it was the man’s smug grin or the way he looked at her, but Luthen swore there was something going on between this man and his ex-wife.

      “There you are, you sneaky bastard,” the mage hunter said, his gaze falling on the bloodstained bench.

      Valerie yanked on the chains that restrained her to the wall, hissing and spitting at the hunters.

      The mage hunter chuckled. “Are we interrupting something?” He turned to the other hunter. “Take care of the undead girl in the corner.” The spiky-haired hunter shot a crossbow through Valerie’s throat and she crumpled to the floor.

      Luthen held Vanessa to his chest, the dagger poised at her neck. “You cannot stop me.”

      The bald man grinned. “I think we already did.”

      “No.” Luthen jerked his head toward the workbench. “I’ll just kill you and raise you as a fucking slave.”

      The hunter laughed and his eyes darted toward Violet. “Is that how you get them to obey?” She tried to stab him with her dagger, and he severed her arm with his sword.

      She didn’t cry out, but Luthen cringed all the same. The hunter slashed his blade effortlessly through her neck. She crumpled to the floor. Her decapitated head rolled under the workbench.

      The pain of seeing Violet lying on the floor struck Luthen like a blow to his stomach. She was the only one who loved him, protected him, fought for him. Losing her was like losing a piece of Vanessa.

      He howled and used his magic to throw the workbench at the mage hunters. The bench slammed into the two men, knocking them backward into the bookshelf behind them. The mage hunters yelled and cursed as thick, leather bound books tumbled on top of them.

      Vanessa struggled in his grasp. He angled his blade away from her to prevent the bitch from getting herself cut. She was strong, and even stronger with her magic. But she wouldn’t dare use it. Not in front of the mage hunters. They had to escape.

      Vanessa stomped on Luthen’s foot.

      “Burn them!” the voice in his head screamed.

      Luthen conjured a small fireball and tossed it at the bench, but the wood didn’t take.

      “Dammit bitch, don’t you see what I’m trying to do?” He squeezed her to his chest. She screamed again and raked her fingers down his forearm, drawing blood.

      The mage hunters managed to kick the workbench off. Luthen focused his energy on the wood in the center of the bench. A large chunk broke off and exploded into a thousand splinters. The hunters growled and cursed, bloody wood shards sticking from their faces.

      Vanessa tried to throw her body sideways, but Luthen held her tight.

      The tall hunter with the spiked hair tossed a book to his side and jumped to his feet. He sneered and swiped his crossbow from the floor. “Shouldn’t have done that.”

      The bald hunter pointed his sword at Luthen. “You’re fucking dead.”

      The hunter with the crossbow drew a bolt from his quiver, but the shaft must have snapped when he’d been thrown to the ground.

      Not waiting for him to draw another, Luthen threw two fireballs at the hunters, but with Vanessa struggling within his arms, the flames went wide. He looked around his sanctum, trying to figure a way out. The side table. He used his magic to levitate it off the floor and slammed it into the hunter with the crossbow.

      The hunter staggered backward, his crossbow held protectively above his head.

      The bald hunter charged at Luthen from the left.

      Luthen shoved his hand forward. A blast of wind slammed into the stomach of the bald hunter. The hunter doubled over and vomited as he was thrown back. His sword spun through the air. Chunks of bile splashed to the ground.

      Luthen turned in time to see the bowman drawing another bolt. Fucking hunters! He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t think fast enough. Sweat trickled down his face. He dropped his gaze to Violet, her severed arm and tangled body in a bloodless heap.

      His breath was ragged as he focused his dwindling energy on the severed head beneath the workbench. He screamed and used his magic to hurl it at the crossbow. He missed the bow, but the head smacked off the hunter’s face. There was a snap of bone and the hunter collapsed.

      He yanked Vanessa back in close. She pushed and pulled as he forced her forward. She tried to stomp on his foot, but he moved it away in time. “Listen bitch, these are fucking mage hunters. They’re not here to save you. You’re coming with me.” He scoffed. “Why the fuck would you risk getting involved with them? Are you that stupid?”

      She had never fought him like this before. She had resisted him the night she’d left. But not like this.

      She elbowed him in the stomach. He grunted, but refused to let her go. He’d kill her before he’d let her get away again. “Stop resisting. Don’t you see what’s happening? They’ll kill you too. I don’t want you to get hurt. Please, come with me.”

      “You’re out of your mind.”

      “They’ll find out what you are,” he whispered, and she paused her struggling. “I’ll tell them.”

      One of the hunters moaned.

      Why won’t these fuckers stay down?

      Luthen stepped toward the shelves. Vanessa bent over, tried to break free. Fucking bitch! He had thought he had gotten through to her. “I have an idea, but you have to trust me.”  He hissed through his teeth as he lowered the blade, deathly afraid of losing control over her.

      She slammed her elbow into his face, but he held her, growling. “I’m trying to help you.” He tried to flip the blade into his sleeve. It took three attempts and he nearly lost his grip on her, but finally he did it.

      He reached for a red bottle of spurntail on the shelf, knocking several bottles off the ledge. He grabbed the red bottle between two fingers, then a blue bottle from the back of the shelf with his index finger and thumb. Glancing toward the two hunters across the room, he bit the cork off the red bottle of spurntail and spit it on the shelf.

      Vanessa stopped struggling. “What are you going to do with that?”

      “Break the fuck out.”

      “You’ll kill us and them.”

      “I’m giving us a chance.”

      “Luthen—”

      He tossed the red vial on the floor. It rolled toward the swordsman rising to his feet, spilling its orange contents on the floor. He conjured a flame and tossed it into liquid.

      Vanessa pulled closer to him and pressed her head to his chest as the spurntail caught fire and spread across the floor, rising one, then three feet into the air. Vanessa screamed. His sanctum was lost. All his research, his potions … gone. But he would get out alive … with Vanessa.

      “You idiot! How are we going to get out?” She coughed. “That was the only way.”

      “I make my own way out.” He held up the small blue bottle.

      “Is that—?”

      He nodded. “You might want to cover your head.”

      “You’re out of your fucking mind! You’ll kill us.”

      “It’ll work.” But even Luthen didn’t know if it would. Ostate was so volatile … in such a small space… But it was their only chance. If they died, they died in each other’s arms. He bit off the cork and rolled the blue vial toward the wall. Vanessa kicked and bucked, but he held her with a deathly grip. He cast a fireball into the purple liquid and jumped back.

      The wall exploded, chunks of stone and dust flying in all directions. Wood cracked. His ears rang. A cloud of dust filled the room. He couldn’t see. For a moment, only the warmth of Vanessa’s body against him told him he had survived.

      He thought he heard the mage hunters screaming as parts of the ceiling began to collapse.

      “Kill them! Kill them all!” the voice roared.

      The dust began to settle. Blood was gushing from a deep gash across Vanessa’s cheek.

      I can fix it. I can make her perfect. Luthen turned toward the gaping hole in the wall. Rubble was piled against the wall from a gap near the ceiling. The moon shone through it like a silver beacon.

      “Climb up!” He pulled Vanessa’s arm. He didn’t know if the mage hunters still lived.

      “I don’t want to go with you!” she screamed as she tried to pull away from him. Tears streaked down her face, leaving trails in the dust smudged across her cheeks.

      “You’d rather die?”

      “Yes!”

      He growled and pulled her up the jagged stone pile. He would break her arms and legs and carry her out of there if he had to.

      A crossbow bolt slammed into a crevice in the stones inches to her right. She screamed and scrambled up the stones.

      The gap at the top of the wall was barely more than three feet high. A cool breeze filtered through, calming the heat in Luthen’s cheeks. A few more feet and they could slip out and run across the cornfield into the forest.

      A bolt grazed his ankle and he yelped, cursing Vanessa’s slowness. If she hadn’t struggled, they would have been out by now.

      He climbed out of the hole, pulling her behind him. Clumps of dirt, grass, and stone from the explosion were scattered just outside the house. He dragged her onto the grass and yanked her arm to get her to stand. She slid on her knees, skidded across the dirt and rubble, then stumbled to her feet.

      “Run!” He dashed forward, pulling her by the arm.

      “Let go of me!”

      Luthen slowed to look back at the ruin of his sanctum. Blue, pink, and orange smoke climbed through gap where they’d escape. Even Vanessa stopped to stare.

      “The fire. It’s reached the potions.” His heart fell. So much lost. He clutched onto Vanessa. “We need to get as far away from here as we can.”

      A bright light flashed from the hole in the basement. An explosion rumbled, shook the foundation of the house. Glass shattered.

      “Come on,” he said, tugging on her wrist.

      “I told you, I’m not coming with you.” She kneed him in the groin and broke free from his grasp.

      Luthen grimaced, clutched his crotch with both hands. Then he leapt after her. He grabbed her by the arm, slammed her to the dirt. She kicked and twisted, but he pinned her down. “Stop fighting who you are. You took an oath. A sacred oath. You belong to me.” He flipped the blade from his sleeve and plunged it into her chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Angel has been plotting murders since she was fourteen. It started with wild beasts, then serial killers, then later branched off in other fantasy worlds and battles of the ancient past. She has a twisted fascination of delving into the minds and motivations of infamous serial killers and conquerors—from Ted Bundy to Gheghis Khan.

      Although she went to school for policing, the only killers, dead bodies, and bestial warriors she knows are the ones that haunt her books.

      If you want to dive into some fast-paced, action-packed epic fantasy, you can unleash the adventure at www.angelhaze.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Bonus Audiobook!

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Download your free audiobook of ‘Bound in Death,’ written by Angel Haze and narrated by Andy Peloquin here:

      https://dl.bookfunnel.com/4qw2unfaxn

    

  


  
    
      If you enjoyed these stories, you’ll find many more in the Indie Fantasy Addicts group on Facebook—a vibrant community of readers who love fantasy and adventure. We bring readers and authors together to find new gems and escape to various lands. So, if you’re looking to discover your next favorite book, tap that keg, kick back, and join us for games, reading challenges, book discussions, and more!

      

      Indie Fantasy Addicts

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cover_md.jpg
BOUND

1IN
~IDEAS

i
¥/

7 da/

"

ANGEL HAZE





OEBPS/images/from-the-shadows2.jpg
4 VILLAINOUS TALES OF DARKILORDSEDESPOTS, AND DEVILS

CHRISTOPHER RUSSELL ZAID SAMER ALSHATTLE
ERIC T KNIGHT ALLEGRA PESCATORE
MIRI C GOLDEN BETHANY HOEFLICH

JOE JACKSON JEFFREY L. KOHANEK
J.P. BURNISON SARAH K.L. WILSON
AARON HODGES EILEEN MUELLER

JEFF BACON JAMIE EDMUNDSON o
ANGEL HAZE STACEY TROMBLEY

JACOB PEPPERS RACHEL RENER

J.E. MUELLER J.T. WILLIAMS
JC KANG D.W. HAWKINS 7





OEBPS/images/eileenmap.jpg





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/allegramap.jpg
f k fLLusions

S e e FLOWER
= HBRB AT s

Anmis ‘ : 4
f‘s‘SVBRGRBBﬁ





OEBPS/images/villainimagefts.jpg
| THOUGHT [ WOULD BE THE HERO...

.INSTEAD [ BECAME THE VILLAIN.






OEBPS/images/galazu-book-3-small.jpg
Kuthenia
Jiezho® Pengshud

ke ®

GAILAZU





OEBPS/images/image-125767937_416723096165872_4465716477845105782_n.jpg
~ATA

At the end of the seventh cycle of the fifth age, Good and Evil will meet beneath the
Crimson Moon for the ultimate time. Only from that fateful summit can the natural balance be
wrought; until death enshrouds the one true Nemesis, the entire world shall

quiver on the delicate precipice of an unspeakable fate.
In the end, goodness and order shall prevail.

~ Excerpt from The Scrolls of do-Vahiyae





